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Abstract 
This thesis investigates social awareness among the One Child Generation in 
China, in the  context of the concept of risk society (Beck, 1992). The One Child 
Generation has emerged from a form of population control that has allowed only one 
child per urban family since 1979. Beck (1992) argues that industrial society is 
increasingly a producer of risk. In his view, risk is inherent to modernity and 
contributes to the formation of a global risk society. In the Chinese context, the One 
Child Generation is particularly described as a new generation of ‘spoiled’ single 
children.  
Rapid urbanisation and industrialisation in China since 1978 when Deng 
Xiaoping opened Chinese borders for trade has bought about specific social problems 
that increasingly lead to social discontent under the current Chinese government.  
Specifically the One Child Generation has become increasingly aware of a variety of 
problems including pollution, social distrust, as well as food safety issues. This group 
also questions current domestic consumptive practice. Consequently, widespread 
anxieties about the ramifications of daily life in China have become apparent in the 
mainstream consciousness of many Chinese citizens.  
This thesis examines the One Child Generation’s responses to the global 
concern of environmental degradation and future uncertainty by examining capacities 
of ‘individual focused communities’ and motivations, their current activities, their 
digital media communication and the future engagement among these communities. 
Therefore the thesis opposes the stereotypical view in the past that children born into 
Chinese one-child families are simplistic, materialistic and selfish. The research 
supporting this argument identifies counter trends towards a new model of social 
  
 
awareness demonstrating a hybridised version of the mechanisms of individualism 
and collectivism empowered by social media.  
This thesis examines two case studies: the emergence of an urban farmers’ 
community, and volunteerism in educational camps. Youth grassroots communities 
are very different from communities of the past. They are self-organising, highly 
networked and have a diverse social awareness. Here the thesis argues that urban 
youth’s community participation provides a mechanism and strategy for survival in 
the ‘risk society’ generated by the rapid economic development. Increasing social 
awareness and aspirations for quality of life are linked to new forms of ‘sharism’. 
Rather than just Western-style individualism, this new manifestation of sharism 
reflects Chinese local tradition as well as the global trend of digital collective 
intelligence. The thesis contends that digital communication in contemporary China 
facilitates both collectivism and freedom of choice among the urban middle class 
One Child Generation. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
The Peach Blossom Garden  
I locate my hut in the secular, 
Yet you hear not traffic uproar. 
I would pick chrysanthemums next to the fence on the east, 
In the distance the Zhongnan Mountains traverse. 
Mountain air is pleasant day and night, 
Birds on the wing would gather in pairs as they return, 
In amongst all these exist truthfulness, 
In an attempt to express it I find myself lost for words. 
Tao Yuanming, 421 AD 
Translated by Peici Zhen (2011) 
 
In this classical Chinese tale, the beauty of pastoral scenery and the serenity of nature 
represent an ideal society where people exist in harmony with nature. The Peach 
Blossom Garden (taohuayuan) depicts a utopia (wutuobang). This story is included 
in high school textbooks in China and many young people can recite it by heart.  
Yet the vision of The Peach Blossom Garden while idealistic is dystopian. In 
China life involves crowded cities, polluted air and incidences of food security. 
China has suffered severe pollution, which routinely exceeds safety limits set by the 
World Health Organisation (WHO). For instance The World Bank estimates that 
China has 16 of the world’s most polluted cities while the U.S. Embassy pollution 
monitor shows air quality in Beijing reached hazardous levels with more than 25 
micrograms of PM 2.5 per cubic metre for 20 days during January 2003 (The 
Economist, 2013). Severe smog pollution has forced first-tier cities including 
Shanghai and Beijing to shut down airports (BBC, 2015). The One Child Generation 
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faces an urban reality of over-population, visible levels of pollution, the spectre of 
tainted food, official corruption and social unfairness.  
Furthermore, some young people are morally shaken; many no longer possess 
institutional trust. The scandals of food safety, corruption, materialism, diverse 
domestic scams and official cheating have tainted the young people’s world. 
According to Yan, ‘scandals and scams involving faulty, fake, contaminated, and in 
some cases simply poisonous foods have had extremely negative impact on the moral 
experience of ordinary people’ (Yan, 2011, p. 57). Rapid urbanisation and 
industrialisation have also brought a series of social problems leading to social 
discontent provoking the decline of social trust.  
There are six kinds of distrust prevailing in contemporary Chinese society 
that contribute to the crisis of social breakdown. These are a distrust of the market 
due to tainted food and other products as well as bad service, a distrust of friends and 
even relatives, a distrust of law enforcement officers, a distrust of the law and legal 
institutions, and a distrust of basic moral values (Yan cited Peng, 2003, pp.292-295). 
In this context, it is difficult for urban youth to know whom to trust. The young 
generation is noticeable deficient in social trust. A 2002 survey in Jinan city in 
Shandong province showed that social trust is lowest among those under the age of 
20 (Yan, 2006). In a 2006 Internet survey by Sina.com, 52 percent of respondents 
stated that they do not trust strangers, while 85 percent had some personal experience 
of being cheated (Yan, 2006, p. 259). Consequently they have been made subject to 
some form of public distrust. Whether or not young people are still optimistic in their 
forecasts of the future which the Chinese government promotes as the ‘Chinese 
Dream’, promising wellbeing and positive future, is a reasonable question.  
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Increased numbers of young people living in overcrowded and polluted 
megacities seem to be an irreversible trend. Risk is becoming more evident in China 
especially as the government continues a program of state-orchestrated urbanisation. 
According to the China Daily newspaper (2012), the Chinese premier, Li Keqing, 
announced the Chinese government’s push for urbanisation as well as the GDP 
increase in the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China (NCCPC) in 
November 2012. China has clearly adopted urbanisation as its main strategy for 
achieving the goal of improving the livelihood of all Chinese people. 
Industrialisation and agricultural modernisation are key factors for adjusting China’s 
economic structure and its model of development. Rapid urbanisation has driven the 
growth of Chinese megacities, which add to the environmental challenge. A recent 
report from the McKinsey Global Institute predicts that Chinese cities will be home 
to a billion people, or 70% of China’s population, by 2025. China will have over 220 
cities with a population of more than one million, and eight megacities with over ten 
million residents each (Urban Network, 2011). As well, China’s 12th Five Year Plan 
and new leadership under President Xi Jinping focus on fostering domestic 
consumption.  
 
1. The One Child Generation in the ‘Risk Society’ 
These tensions are foreseen in the contextual framework of risk society (Beck, 1994, 
2000; Giddens, 1999; Bauman, 2005) and the Chinese social economic 
transformation (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2012; Yan, 2010). In light of Ulrich 
Beck's theory of ‘risk society’, industrial society in Europe poses a number of risks 
that are difficult to calculate and control, for instance climate change provides no 
escape for a global risk society (Beck, 1992). Economic reform and a culture of 
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conspicuous consumption have produced a high degree of social issues made more 
apparent by hedonism within Chinese society, particularly the pursuit of material 
possessions. Ci (1994) believes that hedonism is nihilistic, and represents a loss of 
meaning. The issue now is: what follows hedonism?  
In this thesis the ‘One Child Generation’ is presented as evidence of ‘risk 
society’ (Beck, 1999; Giddens, 1999). This policy, introduced and enacted in 1978 
by the Chinese central government has important societal consequences. Under this 
policy Chinese families are entitled to have only one child and the ramifications 
present serious economic and social risks for individuals, families and for Chinese 
society at large. Most studies perceive the One Child Generation as stereotypically 
materialistic, uncooperative and displaying self-centred characteristics. For instance 
Fong (2004) provides an ethnographic social observation on the Chinese One Child 
Generation who have high consumption educational aspirations. This group faces 
unusually high levels of parental pressure in order to achieve elite status in the 
education system and the job market. Fong (2004) suggests risk lies in the hands of 
the Chinese One Child Generation in ‘the third world’ who are trying to catch up 
with ‘first world’ based on the system of global capitalism. There is a danger of the 
One Child Generation having little ability to adjust to their environment. As a 
consequence, they are psychologically burdened. According to statistics from the 
China Psychology Association (2006), over 10% of Chinese under the age of 17 do 
not have sound psychological health because of the demands of heavy schoolwork, 
employment pressure and a monotonous life. Suicide is the major cause of death 
among China’s youth.  
Yet, the influence of the global trend of digital media engagement, 
volunteerism and environmental repair on the young generation is significant. Many 
  19 
members of this generation are active thinkers, advocates and activists and use social 
media to broadcast their preferences to influence the choices of others. New forms of 
social entrepreneurship and volunteerism are associated with community activity 
consequently. Certain segments of the One Child Generation are in a transitional and 
exploratory life stage where their attitudes, beliefs, preferences, youth culture and 
actions are emerging and evolving. Particularly, digital communication has 
influenced the transformation of the One Child Generation’s attitudes and networks 
toward new values and lifestyles.  
 
2. The connected single child 
Characteristics of this generation include being the only-child, being young, being 
Chinese, living in a city, lacking alternative leisure space, lacking development 
opportunities and lacking space for individual expression. These limitations frame 
the One Child Generation’s ‘choice’ about how to relate to the Internet and digital 
media. Liu (2010) situates the lives of the One Child Generation and the growth of 
the Internet against the backdrop of rapid and profound social transformation in 
China. In 2012, the total number of Chinese Internet users reached 538 million in 
comparison to 22.5 million in 2001 (Internet World Stats, December 2012). Despite 
rapid growth, the Internet in China is predominantly an urban-youth phenomenon, 
with young people under 30 (especially those under 24), mostly members of the Only 
Child Generation, as the main group of what is described as the ‘netizens’ 
population. Currently, large proportions of urban youth use the Internet for 
communication utilising various forms of social networking. Sixty percent of Internet 
users are under 30 years old (CNNIC, 2014). According to Chinese statistical 
yearbooks (2014), China’s youth population in 2015 is composed of 500 million 
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people under the age of 30. The combination of Chinese youth and the Internet holds 
the potential to change, or at least contribute to, far-reaching economic, social, 
cultural, and political changes.  
The One Child Generation has adapted to digital connectivity and network 
patterns in cities via digital communication in numerous ways. Digital 
communication technology is now embedded in young people’s everyday life 
(Thomas, 2011). Digital media’s facilitation of networks, collaboration, co-
production and participation also creates entirely new urban metropolitan 
agglomerations (Shirky, 2009; Leadbeater, 2009). Liu (2010) further contends that 
the Internet offers opportunities for new forms of youth culture and cultural 
consumption in a transforming China. Digital communication is an important means 
of building connections among the One Child Generation. Digital communication 
also diffuses youth culture and facilitates social movements and voluntary activities 
(Youniss et al., 2003). Some scholars have looked optimistically to digital 
technology, and particularly social media as a means of revitalising civic life and 
democracy. Shakuntala & Buckingham (2013) have noted how governments, 
political parties, charities, NGO’s, activists, religious and ethnic groups, and 
grassroots organisations have created a range of youth-oriented online platforms that 
encourage widely divergent forms of civic engagement using varying degrees of 
interactivity. Digital platforms have the advantages of enabling small, dispersed 
interest groups to collaborate by promoting equality, free self-expression and even 
communal culture. Liu (2010) noted particularly the development of the digital 
communities in China. These communities link individuals into collective units via 
the fragmentation of this young generation’s identity and in doing so increases their 
civic engagement (Liu, 2010).  
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Although digital communication enables connectivity, Sherry Turkle (2012) 
notes that this technology could make us lonelier because the social contact of face-
to-face conversations is replaced by technology enabled connections. Young people 
are increasingly drawn to technologies that provide the illusion of companionship 
without the demands of a relationship. A number of studies (Prensky, 2001; Thomas, 
2011; Buckingham, 2006) are examining how people are reconnecting this young 
‘App’ (application) Generation in face-to-face contacts and joining ‘offline’ 
cooperatives where there is a more traditional sense of emotional engagement.. Like 
the rise of international digital natives the One Child Generation in China has grown 
up with the rapid progress and the transformation of digital communication 
technology in an era of CDs, DVDs, personal computers, and electronic mail. For 
these digital natives, prevailing technologies are mp4s, smart phones, and PDAs as 
they communicate with cell phones, utilising instant messaging, text messaging, and 
blogs as well as free applications (apps) on mobile devices. Without siblings for 
communication, digital communication is integrated extensively in the life of the 
One Child Generation’s networking patterns. They over-rely on digital devices for 
social connection because digital communication can help them to escape the 
loneliness of their non-sibling condition (Fong, 2004). They are often under parental 
pressure and the Internet has become ‘another world’ focusing upon playing, 
entertainment and lifestyles, a way to escape reality and articulate the self and 
identity away from regulative adults (Liu, 2010).  
The impact of digital technology is exacerbated by the social experiment of 
the One Child policy, and thirty years of economic reform have brought about new 
and emerging issues and challenges. This alludes to Beck and Giddens’s concept of 
risk society and Zygmunt Bauman’s conceptualisation of liquid modernity, where 
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life is centred on constant uncertainty. A large and growing population with rising 
expectations for material well-being, fed by a rapidly growing and industrialising 
economy combine to put pressure on China’s environmental challenges and social 
relationships, a condition which affects all Chinese more or less equally. Yet the 
question still remains how the One Child Generation lives and copes as a risk society 
generated by the rapid industrial development in China. As well, the One Child 
Generation’s digital engagement has not been considered in the context of their 
emerging activities and communities relevant to the social awareness. 
 
3. Purpose of the study 
In the previous section,  existing scholarship has been examined about how the ‘risk 
society’ exemplified in food safety and environmental issues not only affects the 
lives of Chinese people in harmful ways but also contributes to a rapid decline of 
social trust that has far-reaching social and political ramifications. In this sense, 
while risk society has already emerged in China it possesses certain characteristics. 
Currently, the aspirations of urban youth in modern China are at the stage of 
transforming from simply pursuing economic benefits to the desire for a more 
meaningful quality of life influenced by a global trend of environmental concern. 
This new social awareness is associated with the youth digital culture and grassroots 
communities.  
There would appear to be a link between the social risks, the social awareness 
and youth’s digital communication, which can be seen in urban youth culture 
globally. Much existing literature investigates areas of urban youth’s cyber culture 
and neo-tribes in China and their relations with globalisation, prosperity, 
consumerism, the pluralisation of value systems and broadened information access. 
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However, what must be taken into account in understanding the significance of the 
One Child Generation’s uncertainty lies in the sociocultural context of rapid 
development of China after its long history of profound social transformation from 
utopianism-nihilism-hedonism (Ci, 1994). More specifically, hedonism in terms of 
consumption culture is intensified in the ‘risk society in China’. Against this 
backdrop, the theme of social awareness and digital engagement is as yet 
unidentified in the study of the One Child Generation. Therefore in this study, I look 
to the self-articulation of Chinese One Child Generation, their risk perception, risk 
taking as well as their risk-avoidance activities. My exploration help fill the gap in 
the literature of the study of the One Child Generation by also including a focus on 
the embedded role of digital communication.  
In order to address deficiencies in the literature related to the One Child 
Generation, bridging the risk society and the digital media, I examine urban youth’s 
social awareness through two case studies. These are the urban farmers’ community 
and youth camp volunteerism. Accordingly the principal research question is: 
RQ: How does China’s One Child Generation draw on grassroots communities 
during a time of intense transformation?   
In order to address the primary research question, four subsidiary research questions 
are proposed: 
1. What are the motivations of the urban youth to build grassroots communities?  
2. What are the current activities of these communities? 
3. How do they use digital media as tools for communities building?  
4. What is the future trend of the youth social engagement?   
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The focus of this thesis is social awareness among China’s urban youth. The 
development of social awareness in Chinese youth not only accommodates new 
notions of individuals’ rights, entitlements and powers in contemporary society that 
can be illustrated through ‘self-cultivation’, but also introduces network building, 
both online and offline. Thus this thesis explores the evolution of the One Child 
Generation’s online and offline communities and their social awareness. The self-
organising community applies to individuals who are bound by a common social 
awareness and attempt to orient themselves in new ways of identity construction, 
social activism and communication re-engagement.  
This study argues that ‘risk society’ is manifest in China. Distrust, 
materialism and the polluted environment has increased the social awareness of 
Chinese youth, as well as their sense of sustainability and social engagement. The 
One Child Generation is now moving to a stage of social awareness, which includes 
the pursuit of quality of life and a focus on sustainability and social responsibility. 
Through the lens of the concept of risk society, this framework provides a means for 
understanding how urban youth navigate risk and build trust. This thesis explores  
new values in current risk and how new forms of youth culture, environmental social 
movements and methods of volunteerism have emerged. Risks in the everyday life of 
urban youth are contextualised in the social distrust evident in food safety issues and 
digital natives’ heavy reliance on digital devices respectively. These fears are the 
main drivers for the One Child Generation to rebuild social trust through individual 
focused communities.  
	
3.1	A	note	on	scope	
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The scope of the research lies with the One Child Generation among the urban 
middle class in China, which is not a China-wide phenomenon. Many urban young 
people are under the age of 35 and financially well off. The class dimensions of 
sharing practices are considered because China’s emerging middle class is not just 
important to its own economy but is also a global phenomenon. The Chinese middle 
class is not only product of industrialisation and modernisation, but also, more 
importantly, a result of social transformation and the drive for future development. 
They are grassroots initiatives rather than top-down impositions.  
It is important therefore to note that the scope of this research is a selective 
representation of urban middle-class youth. The thesis focuses on the urban middle 
class sector of the One Child Generation because  they are the demographic that best 
typifies industrialisation and modernisation (Chen (2008).  There is a lack of research 
examining this demographic through the lens of risk society. More significantly, 
urban youth are early adopters of digital technologies. They are therefore an 
important driver of China’s transformation, its economy and its social development.  
This particular class formation also enjoys certain degrees of privilege in 
society. Economically, this middle class youth and families have enough material 
security to allow them to develop their social networks, social awareness, and engage 
in altruistic activities. Youth from lower economic classes in China do not possess 
such resources.  
 
3.2	Significance	of	the	study	
The study enriches the understanding of the One Child Generation and the role of 
digital media, in particular community building among urban youth. Specifically, it 
provides a new approach to examine how the One Child Generation respond to 
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challenges presented by urban modernity and consumer society, using digital 
networks to develop new forms of social identity and group solidarity. The 
understanding of the One Child Generation in China provides informative insights 
into how Chinese social awareness is evolving as a response to social risk. In 
particular, the thesis adds to the scholarly conversation about risk society in China. 
The notion of risk society is a useful in creating an idea of the makeup of a new, 
generational social consciousness. This notion allows a reflection on the on-going 
policy on urbanisation and consumer culture, and it represents a new phenomenon 
for Chinese youth to critically look at the consumer culture. By contextualising the 
One Child Generation with the social issues and further connecting them with digital 
communication, the notion of sharism explains the localisation of the global trend of 
digital communication and community building in the Chinese context to meet the 
demand of the One Child Generation.  
As previously mentioned, this study aims to fill the gap of understanding new 
social values and activities among the One Child Generation. Therefore, I introduce 
the term ‘sharism’. Sharism articulates a sense of locality in conjunction with young 
people’s embodiment of global trend and digital technology, and hence a sense of 
self and belonging. The representation of an emerging social awareness of the 
Chinese One Child Generation and their creative grassroots communities both online 
and offline which continuously harnesses the social transformation illustrates the 
visibility of civic participation in China.  
In the first case study, urban farmers communities illustrate a form of sharism 
where a grassroots community is formed for self-help so as to provide more choices 
to live sustainably and healthier; This case study explores how the One Child 
Generation has developed a unique community that has evolved with digital 
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communication, diverse collaborative activities, and market power in response to the 
national food safety issue. In the second case, sharism is illustrated by the 
interactivities in the youth camp for children to learn sharing as well as the 
emergence of volunteer activities. Volunteer activity in China has transformed from 
state-oriented organisations to grassroots communities facilitated with the support of 
digital media. The motivations of the youth volunteers are for self-cultivation while 
showing a sense of their civic responsibility. Common aspects of the case studies 
suggest that communal rebuilding of trust is a response to the risk society in China.  
This thesis differs from previous examinations of this field, and not only 
looks at the One Child Generation’s connections, digital communication but also 
considers their relationships, ‘guanxi’ and social capital through their communication 
in the communities in distinctive ways.  The Chinese concept of guanxi is interpreted 
by scholars as ‘social capital’ (Lin, 2012; Hjorth and Arnold, 2013, p. 159) and 
‘social networks’ (Hjorth & Arnold, 2013, p. 171). In China, guanxi is literally 
rendered as ‘ties’ and is instrumentally related to maintaining one’s existing 
connections, of family, school friends, or work colleagues. It often describes 
situations where people provide favours or gifts that at some future time can be 
reciprocated; hence a tie is created. This differs from the digital gift economy 
(Jenkins, 2008) and social capital’s aspect of shared common value and commitment 
through the digital participatory culture and community building. This thesis 
explores how the One Child Generation utilises social capital in their individual 
focused communities to maintain the traditional notion of guanxi. Here I propose 
both online and offline youth communities have formed social capitals for the trust 
building.  
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In order to explore this field and expose some of the ambiguity between the 
line of empowerment and responsibilities of the digital communication, the thesis 
also focuses on the negotiation between the pursuit of self-interest and altruistic 
concern for the common good of others. What I would like to extend, by utilising an 
observation of social risks in China, and the relationship with digital communication, 
is the idea of ‘empowerment’ and ‘responsibilities’; ‘individual’ and ‘collective’, and 
‘local’ and ‘global’, which have not been thoroughly engaged by current scholarship 
on digital media nor studies on the One Child Generation in China. The changing 
social awareness of the One Child Generation may reflect the changing mindset of 
Chinese, which is a core focus of this exploration.  It aims to shed light on the 
implications of the emerging form of identity for contemporary and future Chinese 
societies. Therefore the structure of the thesis is outlined in the next section. 
 
4. Chapter breakdown 
The main body of the thesis is divided into 8 chapters. After the introduction, chapter 
2 begins with an examination of the background of the One Child Generation in 
consideration of existing studies in characteristics of Chinese One Child Generation. 
The chapter also investigates the One Child Generation’s sense of identity, their 
consumption habits, psychological handicaps, parental expectations, digital 
engagement, their new sense of emerging ethics and their ‘Chinese Dream’.  
Chapter 3 is a review of the literature including theories of the ‘risk society’ 
that relate to theories on digital media communication technology. In order to 
interpret the term of sharism and urbanism in Chinese context, the chapter 
conceptualises the key ideas and concepts of ‘risk society’, ‘individualisation path in 
China’, ‘social capital’, ‘digital gift economy’ and ‘digital we culture’. It investigates 
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how these concepts act on each other to frame the research context and scale. The 
chapter introduces ‘risk society’ (Beck, 1992) as the grounding analytical approach 
for this thesis, in particular, his concept of individualisation. The role of the media in 
communication provides a transformative process to project risk. By critically 
reviewing the existing studies, some literature gaps are identified and corresponding 
research questions are proposed. 
Chapter 4 sets out the methodological approach, and discusses the importance 
of the case studies and the reasons for case study selection. This thesis takes a case-
study approach to investigate the research question with a process of interviews and 
participant observation as the principal research method. By articulating the rationale 
of the two chosen case studies and their organisations, this chapter outlines the data 
collection processes and methods for the case studies. 
Chapter 5 discusses the emergence of an urban farmers market and the 
accompanying social movement. This chapter explores how the Internet facilitates 
the One Child Generation’s social movements. The case explores how the integration 
of multiple digital media platforms facilitates social entrepreneurs’ participation 
exemplified by the emergence of urban farmers market and reversion to country 
movement. It argues the need for sustainability of lifestyle by studying the present 
social uptake of new participation and the engagement of self-organised community 
and social entrepreneurships.  
Chapter 6 surveys some challenges faced in the context of official education 
and the over reliance on digital media among teenagers of the One Child Generation. 
There is a trend toward supplemental education regarding new modes of youth camp 
and volunteering. Responding to the One Child Generation, and especially the 
teenagers’ lack of face-to-face communication, this brings to light new forms of 
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camp education and volunteerism among urban youth. Here I argue that youth 
volunteerism is transformed from being state oriented to the individual pursuit of 
self-articulation facilitated by small communities and social media communication. 
The affordances of the digital communication platform have facilitated and 
empowered the emergence of grassroots activities and communities of volunteerism.  
Volunteerism embodies new ethos and trust and this case study sheds light on future 
opportunity in this area.  
Chapter 7 discusses new types of collectivism involved with sharism that are specific 
to the digital generation. It provides a holistic analysis of issues arising from 
previous case studies and identifies how self-organised communities respond to the 
concept of the risk society as well as their relationship with the broad Chinese 
political structure. It extends the concept of risk society and examines how social 
actors build their own social value and action knowledge sharing and the formation 
of bottom-up communities in changing opportunity. The findings from two case 
studies also cover critical issues. They portray a macroscopic view of the One Child 
Generation so as to help comprehend how the One Child Generation responds to 
living in a risk society. In conjunction with the case study analysis, this chapter leads 
to an appraisal of these youth transitioning into legitimate members of a global 
community including their socially motivated engagement with new media. Finally, 
chapter 8 concludes the thesis and summarises the findings so as to provide an 
answer the research question of this thesis.  
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Chapter 2: Background: The One Child Generation 
The One Child Generation (dusheng zinu) is defined as people born after 1979 during 
China’s ‘one-child policy’. The One Child Generation is a demographic where the 
young generation has no siblings, and in many instances is reared as the sole focus of 
two parents and four grandparents. According to Zhao (1996), the imposition of the 
‘one-child policy’ in the early 1980s has altered the family structure and the power 
relationship within it. This situation has been dubbed a ‘four (grandparents)--two 
(parents)--one (child) phenomenon’, to highlight its child centred nature. In this 
structure, children are said to have much to gain in terms of parental affection and 
material consumption. Consequently pressures from unrealistic parental expectations 
and societal competition lead to the point that members of the One Child Generation 
may have psychological handicaps (Fong, 2005). It may be argued that they seek to 
join communities more proactively than the previous generation.  
This chapter provides background on the One Child Generation and their 
engagement with digital communication. The first section details the background of 
the generational characteristics of post-70s, post-80s and post-90s generations to 
emphasise a generational shift of the ‘One Child Generation’ where these children 
have been perceived analogously as ‘the little emperors’ (Ding and Hesketh, 2006; 
Xiao, 1982). The chapter subsequently considers the concept of neo-tribes 
(Maffesoli, 1996), a concept used in presenting youth subculture that is shaped not 
only by an increasing culture of consumption, but also facilitated by new ways of 
digital communication as well as cyber culture. The third section considers ongoing 
digital engagement, volunteering practice and the relationships of the one child 
generation to the political ideology of the ‘Chinese Dream’.  
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It may be said that the One Child Generation enjoy a material well-being and 
roadened range of social choices greater than the previous generation; however, they 
are reputed to have some psychological handicaps as the One Child Generation 
cornered by societal pressures. Based around ideas of individualism and 
consumerism, some studies have focused on youth lifestyles, identity, sociality and 
neo-tribes (Maffesoli, 1996). In the field of sociology, explorations have been 
undertaken on deep-rooted stereotypes known as ‘little emperors and empresses’; 
sometimes expressed as warning signs for an over-permissive and superficial culture 
(Fong, 2005). This generation is confronted by social issues of rampant 
consumerism, environmental pollution, as well as deep institutional distrust. While 
they are urged to contribute to the officially mandated ideal of the ‘Chinese Dream’, 
they also have personal aspirations and their own sense of self-development. The 
‘Chinese Dream’ is a political slogan that embodies achieving prosperity for the 
country, renewal of the nation and social equality for all citizens under the current 
President Xi Jinping’s leadership.  
Most importantly, this chapter emphasises how the generational shift of the 
One Child Generation in China is more self-expressive through their desired 
lifestyle, social interactions, youth culture and activism through their digital 
engagement. Existing research on young people and the Internet demonstrate young 
people’s online and offline life, community building and identity construction. The 
next section examines literature on their emerging new ethics, particularly on 
emerging volunteerism (Rolandsen, 2010; Jankowiak, 2011) and ethical 
consumptions (Choi, 2012; Lekakis, 2011; Scammell, 2000).  
A review of previous literature provides a deeper understanding of the unique 
mindset of these generations. In this way, this chapter establishes the foundation for 
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examining the One Child Generation’s community formation, their digital sociality, 
and ethical consumption, awareness of sustainability and volunteerism activities as 
emerging trends. These activities of the One-child Generation are significant for 
China’s future, because they will replace the generation born after the 1960s and 
1970s to lead the main societal front for improving and renewing social 
transformation. As they move China forward, they will play a role in the world's 
fastest growing and most sizable economy. When regarded as agents of changing 
values, they will contribute to China’s social developments and help resolve the 
challenges of a new and globally connected society. 
 
1. Generational shift 
Generations are socially and culturally defined and produce specific phenomena. 
While generations are often classified into baby boomer, X &Y and Millennial 
Generation, in the international context, global media has labelled Chinese youth as 
post-70s, post-80s and post-90s generations. Their members self-identify as post-70s, 
post-80s and post-90s in forums on the Internet. According to Rosen (2009), Chinese 
urban youth today are far from unified in terms of their living conditions, belief 
systems and behaviors, which is reflected in the increasing pluralisation of Chinese 
society after thirty years of reform. Post-80s and post-90s generations have different 
tastes, orientations, beliefs and dispositions, partly a result of the historical and 
economic circumstances of their youth and they also emerge through between 
generational gaps over cultural and economic resources. Liu (2012) and Bergstrom 
(2013) highlight the ‘generational labels’ among the post-70s, post-80s, and post-90s 
reflecting value transformation in China. Stereotypically the post-70s are group-
oriented traditionalists, Chinese people born post-80s are interested in status, and the 
  34 
post-90s youth are more self-centered and interested in public self-expression. The 
post-80s generation (balinghou) was regarded as apathetic, cynical and disillusioned. 
The post-90s are those born after 1990s and their Western equivalents are Generation 
Y. The post-80s and the post-90s have similar traits but different mindset. The post-
90s are perceived as more rebellious and non-conformist. Bergstrom (2013) notes the 
post-90s generation is trying to ‘move closer to an integrated, satisfying, and 
sustainable lifestyle’ (12). Some attributes show generational trends in Chinese 
context can be described as follows. 
Table 1: Generation cohorts of post-70s, post-80s, post-90s, post-2000s 
 Post-70s Post-80s Post-90s Post-2000s 
Birth Dates born from about 
1961/1965 to 1979 
born from 
1980 to 1990 
1990-2000 Born after 
2000 
Description Traditionalist/Rebellious The One Child Generation 
‘Me Generation’ 
Net generation 
‘the little emperor’ 
Historical 
background 
Tiananmen square Reform 
and Reform and Opening 
 
Reform 
Have experienced a wave of national pride. 
Two foreign colonies were returned to China 
during their teen years: Hong Kong from 
Britain in 1997 and Macau from Portugal in 
1999. In 2001, China was admitted into the 
World Trade Organisation. Most significantly, 
in 2008, China successfully hosted the 2008 
Summer Olympics. 
Attitudes Self-sacrifice 
Responsible Showing 
their sense of duty and 
community 
Selfish and 
irresponsible 
Confident and 
competitive 
Work-life 
balance 
Selfish and 
irresponsible 
Fashionable 
Multitasking 
Born digital  
Likes Hard working 
Workaholic 
Respect for authority 
Save money 
Pop/rock music 
Work-life 
balance 
Consumption  
E-shopping 
 
 
Pop/electric  
E-shopping 
Sustainable 
lifestyle  
The internet 
is also 
becoming a 
major social 
hangout and 
realm of self-
expression  
Pop/electric 
Latest 
technology 
Parents 
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Table  1:  Generation  cohorts  of  post‐70s,  post‐80s,  post‐90s,  post‐2000s  (Kisselmann, 
2014) 
 
This thesis focuses on post-80s (balinghou), post-90s (jiulinghou) and post-
2000s (linglinghou) generations. Born between 1980 and 2004, they range in age 
from 11 to 35. The One Child Policy, the market economy and the Internet are three 
major factors that shape the context in which they have grown up. They are also 
distinguished by their increased access to digital media via the Internet and mobile 
devices. Some have a newfound affinity for consumerism. Such urban youth 
characteristics align with what appears to be global tendencies; however, they also 
have strong local characteristics as they are the products of the economic reform and 
opening-up policy and they face the different local issues. A more nuanced view of 
this new generation is that a changing materialistic environment forces some of them 
to re-think their social perception as an evolutionary manner as new digital 
technologies and resources provide opportunities to reduce risk.  
The One Child Generation is evolving and being shaped by their life 
development. The post-80s generation has started to take on the full weight of adult 
responsibilities, including marriage and parenthood. From a Chinese philosophical 
perspective, in the Analects, Confucius said at this age of 30 years old it is time to 
stand on your feet (sanshi erli). The post-80s are married or about to be married, and 
may be caring for children or expecting one soon. Their life stage is about to adjust 
to adult reality and a new maturity. The post-90s, currently ranging from 21 to 30 
years old are just finishing school and beginning to think of adulthood. In recent 
years, many One Child Generation families have begun to give birth to a new 
generation. As the pioneers of the post 1980s this One Child Generation is beginning 
the child-raising period in their life, and a growing number of the One Child are 
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becoming parents. The reality of one-child families, which they know so well, is no 
longer an obligation for their own household, but a reasonable question to ask is will 
the ‘double singleton families’ indeed give birth to a second child and change 
China's demography?  
2. One Child Generation: the little emperor, neo-tribes and identity 
Supported by two parents and four grandparents, known as the 4-2-1 family 
structure, singletons are pampered by parent and grandparents. Because of a child-
centered family culture, numerous media articles and academic studies on China’s 
singletons have focused on the ‘little emperor and empresses’ syndrome. Liu (2011) 
argues the balinghou (the post-80s) and jiulinghou (the post-90s) generations are 
characterised as the most privileged generation under the one child policy, famous 
for ‘having no ideals or values, for not being hard-working, for being weak-willed, 
lacking a sense of responsibility, for being selfish, brand conscious and fashion-
savvy’ (Liu, 2011, p.147). Jack Qiu (2009) also argues they are not so much 
interested in the instigation of political or social change. Furthermore Zhao Bin 
(1996) has contextualised the culture as increasingly depoliticised during the time 
that cultural production and consumption has undertaken a parallel process of 
opening up and market reorientation since governmental reform in 1978. Cultural 
economics has replaced cultural politics, and its new function of producing pure 
entertainment has been well received by the ‘masses’, who had become apathetic to 
political mass movements often mobilised in Mao’s China.  
In this context, the latest Chinese generations are not interested in politics and 
have located themselves in the centre of material comfort, and rampant consumerism 
(Elegant, 2007).  In addition, Mao (2008) noted a form of ‘free-thinking disability’ 
among the younger generation in China as people keep their true thoughts to 
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themselves, only revealing their more conformist opinions. The reasons for this 
behaviour are rooted in the state control system, adherence to cultural and 
philosophical constructs as well as a legacy of rote-learning in education. In spite of 
the negative image of this generation as hedonistic and materialistic, Liu (151) 
projects the One Child policy generation as a ‘multi-faceted self’ and contends they 
are alternatively materialistic and idealistic, hedonistic and puritanical.  
In contrast to recent generational terminology in China, the American writers 
Tom Wolfe (1976) and Christopher Lasch (1979) coined the term ‘Me Generation’ 
during the mid-1970s, speaking critically of a culture of narcissism. They referred to 
the Baby Boomer generation and the self-involved qualities that some young people 
associated with it. These criticisms were widely repeated throughout American 
popular media. In this definition, the Baby Boomers were born during the 1946 to 
1964. The narcissism is also associated with the behaviour of digital natives defined 
as the ‘me generation’ (Stein, 2013; Twenge, 2014). According to Stein (2013), 
another generation, the ‘Millennial’ generation born from 1980 to 2000 have even 
higher rates of narcissistic personality, materialism and technology addictions. 
‘Each country’s millennials are different, but because of globalization, social 
media, the exporting of Western culture and the speed of change, millennials 
worldwide are more similar to one another than to older generations within their 
nations. Even in China, where family history is more important than any 
individual, the Internet, urbanisation and the one-child policy have created a 
generation as overconfident and self-involved as the Western one’ (Stein, 2013). 
Similarly, Chinese media targets the One Child Generation, where they have been 
criticised for ‘being selfish, reliant and rebellions, self-centred, a generation of couch 
potatoes, addicts of online games, patrons of fast food chains, and loyal audiences of 
Hollywood movies.’ (Liu, 2011, p.141) The One Child Generation lives in the age of 
the use of social media platforms, the taking of photographs for social media known 
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as ‘selfies’, of the personal space enabled by headphones, and of the smartphone 
video. According to Turkle (2010), some negative outcomes of the addiction of 
digital communication tools are a lack of deep thinking and being distracted from 
deep engagement with people and knowledge, as well as diminished face-to-face 
social skills. The post-90s generation has also been referred to as a ‘brain damaged’ 
generation due to their attitude and behaviour shaped by the cyber culture (Farrar, 
2010).  
Some scholars emphasise a generational shift of the One Child Generation in 
China and believe the current generation is more individualistic than previous ones 
(Liu, 2011; Yu, 2014; Yan, 2006). For example, some young adults seek to frame 
their experiences on their own terms, rejecting the self-sacrifice that they attribute to 
the older generations. Unlike their parental generation, the One Child Generation had 
not experienced the high tide of socialism with its calls for self-sacrifice. Self-
sacrifice means putting the collective interest in front of the individual’s interest. Ci 
(1996) for instance, states that the Chinese once embraced communism as their self-
identity in the totalitarianism of the Mao era, yet a collective goal of communism 
was once furnished as the repression of individual desire. Ci Jiwei (1996) has further 
identified this quasi-Marxist self-identity as the partial revival of the tradition but not 
inexperienced in cosmopolitan form. The loss of meaning is mirrored in constantly 
shifting beliefs during the social transformation in Chinese history. Ci (1996) 
explained denial and hard work combined with Marxism and Maoism would create a 
utopia of material and spiritual abundance in the Mao era. Until the disappointment 
of this belief since the market economy has been promoted by state policy relating to 
economic reform in 1978. The return of capitalism had deathblows to its communist 
identity and Confucian identity. Under these historical circumstances, some of the 
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members of the One Child Generation are searching for individual pleasure and 
prosperity with individual dreams, hopes and aspiration.  
Growing up during the period of Economic Reforms and openness that began 
in 1978, the One Child Generation has witnessed the most important developments in 
a market economy and new practices of consumption that occurred mainly in the 
1990s. In Zhao’s (1996) account, from China under Mao to post Mao initiates a 
reformist and government instigated political mass movement that provided a 
gateway for economic construction as 30 years of geographic isolationism ended 
with the adoption of the open-door policy and the development of a market economy. 
Special Economic Zones were created to encourage capitalist investment and some 
reforms included the development of a partially diversified banking system and stock 
markets, de-collectivisation of the countryside, decentralisation of government 
control, and legalisation of private ownership. Consequently the sectors of domestic 
consumption and export developed rapidly. By the mid-1980s, living standards, life 
expectancies and literacy rates had increased and an urban middle class was 
emerging. According to Ci Jiwei (1994), this process from communism to capitalism 
is regarded as a period of transformation of self-identity and consciousness.  
In the context of the rise of consumer culture and society, much research 
about Chinese youth culture concerns youth tribes, for example youth tribes known 
as  ‘bobo’ (bourgeois bohemians), and ‘the newer, new humanities’ (xin xin ren lei), 
‘linglei rebels’ and ‘xiao zi’ though the lens of consumption culture and marketing 
(Wang, 2005; Yu, 2014; Mergstorm, 2013). These concepts mean that Chinese youth 
invents and reinvents themselves through their consumer choices to construct 
individual, self-realised, resistant and creative selves.  
  40 
Mary Bergstrom (2013)’s recent book All Eyes East: Lessons from the Front 
Lines of China’s Youth Market provides further insights into Chinese young 
consumers. According to Bergstrom (2013), Chinese youth have specific values of 
adaptability, immediacy, practicality, and reinvention, and will drive a new global 
value system to change global markets. Consequently the One Child Generation is 
poised to play a vital role in the global economy. The anthropologist Yu (2014) 
argues the foundation of youth identity was in sharing a common consumption 
philosophy with others. ‘They are creating a new philosophy towards life, and 
attempting to design new lifestyles based on this philosophy (Yu, 2014, p. 96).’ He 
believes young consumers in China are crafting new lifestyles based on self-
fulfilment, experimentation, and exploration, in framing themselves in terms of a 
particular lifestyle and lifestyle choices. Self-indulgence and self-fulfilment have 
grown in importance because the One Child Generation seeks to distinguish 
themselves from the older generation, as well as to express themselves through 
consumption (Yu, 2014, p118). The sociologist Vanessa Fong (2004) focuses on the 
aspirations and efforts of the Chinese middle-class towards joining global consumer 
elite. Such aspirations lead to increased stress and competition, as well as intense 
parental involvement. To their parents, brought up in larger families with lower 
parental investment, these children seem maladjusted and spoiled. However, the One 
Child Generation ‘find themselves in an even fiercer and more risky competition for 
elite status in a capitalist world system structured by steep inequalities’ (Fong, 2004, 
p. 179).  
Maffesoli (1996) offers a sociological notion of resistance of groups within 
contemporary society in terms of the formation of ‘tribes’, more usually described as 
‘postmodern neo-tribes’. Maffesoli (1996) says that tribe ‘refers to a certain 
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ambience, a state of mind, and is preferable to be expressed through a lifestyle that 
favors appearance and form.’ (Maffesoli, 1996, p. 98)  Underpinning Maffesoli’s 
concept of tribes, Bennett (1999) suggests that the ‘concept of tribes is a means of 
illustrating the shifting nature of collective association between individuals as 
societies become increasingly consumer oriented’ (Bennett, 1999, p.599). This also 
accounts for new forms of sociality (Maffesoli, 1996; Bennett, 1999). Bennett 
particularly notes how the expression of a shared ethical consciousness can act to 
create a ‘tribe’, which to a certain degree places emphasis on a collective experience 
rather than individualism. He says that ‘identity is never, from the sociological point 
of view, anything but a simply floating and relative condition’ (Maffesoli, 1996, 
p.65). Instead of the fixed ‘older’ forms of identity that sociologists had been 
concerned with class, subculture, he argued that contemporary consumers live ‘in the 
time of the tribes’. These neo-tribes are organised around brand affiliations and role-
playing fantasies based on consumer choices.  
The concept of neo-tribes is used to explore the climate of experimentation 
among China’s youth and young adults as they seek new affinity with other groups 
based on their consumption practices. Yu (2014) says other neo-tribes revolved 
around people’s interest in specific products and luxury goods and outdoor activities 
and sports. The young generation is at the forefront of creating and participation in 
neo-tribes. Yet Wang (2008) argues that rather than Dick Hebdige’s subculture 
paradigm (1978), Maffesoli’s (1996) ‘neo-tribes’ is the better concept to explain the 
Chinese youth culture that has formed in the rising Chinese consumer society. One of 
the reasons is a lack of monolithic mainstream culture and politically conscious 
resistant subcultures. According to Wang (2008), the Chinese One Child Generation 
do not take part in resistance to the power structure of the day as they are inclined to 
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new taste cultures and tap into a number of lifestyles, adopting whichever one best 
fits the situation to hand. 
China’s young generations are courting a ‘safe cool’, a party going spirit 
unattended by the kind soul-searching sought by the proponents of the new 
European post-subcultural movement bent on depoliticizing youth cultures with 
a carnivalesque twist (Wang, 2008, p.201). 
In the networking perspective, the concept of neo-tribes captures the shift from 
established ties based on lineage and geographical proximity, to ties based on 
everyday living. As Maffesoli (1996) expresses, they are not fixed in the sense of 
traditional tribes, but can be formed spontaneously and can exit in stable or fleeting 
configurations. Individuals can affiliate with multiple neo-tribes, which provide 
sources of identity, however permanent or temporary. The concept of neo-tribes 
allows people to experiment outside the affiliations they are born into. As will be 
illustrated in the following chapters of case studies, memberships are opted into and 
become free choices for individuals. However, neo-tribes are fragile because of their 
dependence on consumer behavior, consequently they disperse as easily as they 
come together. (Wang, 2008; Yu, 2014) 
Bennett (1999) argues that the musical and stylistic sensibilities of people are 
indicative of late modern ‘tastes’ when considering music and style; 
‘…the musical tastes and stylistic preferences of youth, rather than being tied 
to issues of social class, as subculture maintains, are in fact examples of the 
late modern lifestyles in which notions of identity are ‘constructed’ rather than 
‘given’’.(Bennett, 1999, p.599). 
Bergstrom (2012, p.155) echoes this global tendency of youth identity of lifestyle 
and taste in a positive way. She says Chinese youth are open-minded. They welcome 
a host of new ideas as influences more than as iconic. This flexibility allows them to 
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mix and match music, interests, and fashion to suit their own temporary and 
transcendent tastes.  In a different way, Wang (2008) has a more critical view, and 
believes that cool marketing and global branding have given new impetus to the 
formation of the target segment called ‘global youth’ enabled by digital technology 
and transnational marketing.  
Furthermore, the concept of neo-tribes concerns the One Child Generation’s 
sociality and relationship to digital communication technology. Maffesoli (1996, 
p.109) argues that ‘the feeling of tribal belonging can be reinforced by technological 
developments.’ This kind of group formation is evidenced by the emergence of pop 
culture fan clubs facilitated by social media platforms in China. For example, QQ1 
groups or other kinds of online communities command dedicated followings to form 
fan clubs. Members of fan club sites become communities that span geographical 
constraints and attract diverse participants (Yu, 2014). Chinese youth have been 
inspired to get involved in their communities facilitated by digital communication. 
The defining characteristics of the One Child Generation are their distinctive 
networking patterns and the rapid adoption of digital communication technology 
 
3. The One Child Generation’s digital engagement  
Some scholars, for instance Clay Shirky, Charles Leadbeater, and Michael Thomas 
maintain the Internet has become a vehicle of sharing and collaborative knowledge, 
consumption, networks and other values, and is especially effective in drawing 
young people into urban tribe activities. In this way new media technologies have 
become key tools for expressing lifestyles and for processes of community building 
and identify formation in China (Wallis, 2011). Furthermore the Internet serves as a 
                                                            
1 QQ is a Chinese social media platform 
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core part of a web of values, relationships, symbols and routines that make up social 
life for Chinese youth (Liu, 2011).  
The Chinese One Child Generation is also known as the ‘Lonely Me 
Generation’ whose limited experience of playing games with siblings has hindered 
the formation of their ability to build networks and their sense of self-fulfilment. The 
One Child Generation has experienced a different childhood than previous 
generations, in which their relative mobility makes their relationships to traditional 
network ties such as neighbours or relatives less intimate than the previous 
generation. For instance, Chen (2003) notes that only-children have an especially 
strong desire to socialise due to a lack of company at home. Single-children are very 
well adjusted amongst members of their peers, and possess developed social skills 
(Chen, 2003), so this unique capacity of the One Child Generation has become the 
motivation to build communities online and is conducive to creating trust in their 
new networks.  
In the context of community, Liu (2011) argues that the Internet provides 
social places for urban youth, as it serves as part of a web of values, relationships, 
symbols and routines that constitute social life. Cyberspace may fill an existing 
vacuum in the physical world of Chinese cities by offering urban places of a new 
quality. Liu (2011) has demonstrated that the Internet has reoriented contemporary 
urban youth’s life world and identities. Furthermore, Liu (2011) finds the One Child 
Generation’s cyber culture is characterised by a strong interest in entertainment, 
consumerism, lifestyles, and self-expression, as ‘Chinese urban youth appear to be 
both radicals eager for individual self-expressions and dismal pragmatists bent on the 
goal of the ‘middle-class dream’ based on material achievement (Liu, 2011, p.76). 
The One Child generation has largely grown up in Internet chat room which shows 
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that young people associate their entertainment-oriented relationship with the 
Internet because they can escape from the reality of being, ‘as the only-child lacking 
alternative leisure space, lacking development opportunities and lacking space for 
individual expression’ (Liu, 2011, p.183). Nevertheless, the Internet also shapes the 
young generation’s global imagination.  
However, what Liu does not point out are the urban youth’s relationship with 
social issues and civic engagements other than the imperative of nationalism of the 
Chinese digital generation, as well as their relationship with new technology. 
Chinese urban youth Internet activists are missing from Liu’s arguments. Yang 
Guobin (2009) in his book The Power of the Internet in China: Citizen Activism 
Online has investigated online social movement in China. He indicates how some 
surveys have found that online activists are mostly young and urban. Their private 
concerns are voiced in the public domain of the Internet, where reading, reposting, 
and talking about these stories become new socialising practices. In this way the 
Internet has become an important tool for non-confrontational social protest and 
group identity expression regarding environmental problems, corruption, exploitation 
of factory workers, various abuses of power, and social inequalities.   
Many members of the One Child Generation have gained some sophistication 
in digital engagement and their choices of consumption as a result of increased 
pluralism in Chinese social transformation (Hansen and Svarverud, 2010). Kleinman 
et al. (2011) states: ‘a new globalized generation who had experiences with civic 
society and self-development that were unknown in socialist China…is enriching and 
remaking civic life’ (Kleinman et al., 2011, p.18). Here, the value of new lifestyles 
and new life aspirations under the influence of globalisation reaches these individuals 
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through digital communication technologies and the market promotion of 
consumerism.  
Starting online, they have the ability to attract people who never could have met 
otherwise and develop influence across offline borders. These groups are based 
on interest or affiliation. While seemingly innocuous, these groups that are 
organised around common interests represent a new phenomenon for China 
(Bergstrom, 2013, p. 126). 
 
New groups often form online and take their interests offline to socialise, support 
cases they care about, and exercise their increasing power as a consumer. They use 
their collective influence to shape causes they care about. Consumer groups are able 
to connect to each other collectively online and offline to make negotiations and 
form consumer activism. And, consumer-based groups in China are more than just 
lifestyle affiliations; they are also forms of social capital. Young people form social 
capital through affiliation with like-minded people (Yu, 2014, p.120).   
Likewise, Bergstrom (2012) argues activism is initiated from the pursuit of 
consumer rights. The citizen consumer is emerging while digital media have played 
active roles in communicating and resolving issues. The explosion of the information 
age and extended social networks via the Internet provide empowerment for young 
generations to advocate for positive social change. These groups gather based on 
similar interests or affiliations and may also be hobby enthusiasts. For the post-90s 
and likely for generations to come, the person and the political are one 
interconnected sphere.  
‘Within their chosen communities, post-90s in particular are using activism to 
build social capital. These cluster communities encourage member to expand 
their influence and sway others to their way of thinking. Hewitt argues, in terms 
of many domestic issues, the post-90s seem to have a greater sense of their own 
self-worth, their own rights, their own individuality, and their own need for 
space’ (Bergstrom, 2012).  
  47 
 
4. Ethical consumption and the youth’s use of ICT  
Information, communication and technology (ICT) is being used in diverse ways. 
New consumption values mean there is a rethinking of the ‘good life’ and a 
reconsideration of ethical living that fundamentally challenges the logic of consumer 
culture itself. Much scholarly attention to ethical consumption is centred on the field 
of consumption studies, geography and political theory. The first stream of study 
focuses primarily on the role of consumers in terms of ethics and their relationship 
with identity construction and everyday consumption practices. Geography frames 
ethical consumption with the relationship of commodity chains and consumers as 
well as the exploitive realities of production.  
The rise of ethical consumption thus connects with a broader popular critique 
focused on a range of concerns around environmentalism, anti-materialism and 
unsustainable lifestyles (Lewis & Potter, 2011, p.8). Salter (2003) argues that ethical 
consumption is a means to satisfy ethical and moral choices. In the Western context, 
ethical consumption occurs when consumers are empowered with sufficient 
information to make their purchase choices in consonance with their own ethics 
(Salter, 2003).  
Some criticism of ethical consumption concerns questions of class and 
distinction (Lewis & Potter 2001; Hertz 2001). For instance, Monbiot (2007) argues 
ethical consumption has bourgeois connotations. With its financial and social class 
dimensions, this concept is tied to the relationship with taste and consumption. In the 
field of sociology, taste is an individual's personal and cultural patterning of choice 
and preference. The values of ethical consumption have fallen victim to marketing 
initiatives or fashion trends that are utilised for social status and personal identity. 
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Yet, studying the One Child Generation’s conceptions of ethical consumption reveals 
the contradictive nature of consumerism (Buckingham and Banaji, 2009).  
Recent studies (Choi, 2012; Lekakis, 2011) lead to a growing optimism about 
how ICTs and social networking sites are bringing positive change to ethics and 
moral practice. Banaji & Buckingham (2009) impart the role of the Internet as a 
means of prompting civic engagement and participation among young people.  They 
argue that new social movements and ethical consumerism represent the active 
conjunction of the ‘new’ politics with ‘new’ technology by civic organisations 
seeking to engage groups of young citizens. The role of consumer choice can also be 
applied to political expression and the encouragement of identity construction. In this 
way the Internet facilitates networks among activists and promotes the visibility of 
debates of human rights, environmental sustainability, animal welfare, Fair Trade, or 
humane working practices within the wider public sphere. For example, the notion of 
‘simple living’, ‘citizen-consumer’ and documenting a more sustainable lifestyle is 
an increasingly familiar topic of online blogging. Online communities might also 
support the development of civic and individual action around sustainability 
(Merrick, 2012).  
Likewise, Choi (2011) investigates the role of ICTs in the facilitation of 
community-building and communal support through people’s playful engagement in 
creating sustainable food production, distribution and consumption systems. For 
example, ‘coffee activism’ (Lekakis, 2011) and online space strengthens civic 
engagement, as SNS’s serve as platforms to raise awareness and transform behaviour 
across a number of health, sustainability and lifestyle issues. Addressing 
environmental and food safety issues, new social movements (NSMs) and the 
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universal trend of global environmental repair might be regarded as taking a ‘moral 
point of view’ although individuals or groups are not only working for their own 
self-interest, but also for generic concepts of humanity or nature, which serve as 
universal values in protecting the ‘grammar of ways of life.’ (Salter, 2003, p.126)  
 
5. Born into social issues: competition, distrust and education 
The One Child Generation confronts complex social realities and their own anxieties 
in the process of negotiating their own identity and path to success in contemporary 
China. The socio-cultural conditions of today’s China and the ramifications of one-
child policy have aided the One Child Generation’s psychological handicaps causing 
enormous competition, frustrations and challenges associated with what Beck (1992) 
calls a ‘risk society’. Compared to their parents’ generation, the One Child 
Generation lives in a world that is relatively affluent but is less financially secure. 
While their parents' generation enjoyed Socialist medical insurance and free 
education and housing, the post-80s generation is confronted with a complex and 
competitive job market and skyrocketing house prices. The ongoing financial crisis 
has caused many difficulties for employment especially for the post-90s generation. 
With greater numbers of Chinese higher education graduates, employment has 
become a serious social problem. China’s Ministry of Education statistics indicated 
that almost 3 million (or 43 percent) of 7 million university graduates were not able 
to immediately find a job in 2013 (China Daily, 2013). Job satisfaction is low and 
rising living costs have led many young people to depend on their parents 
financially. They are literally called a tribe of ‘bite the old’ (ken lao zu), meaning 
‘living off their parents’. A survey conducted by the China Research Centre of Aging 
found about 30 percent of young adults still depend on their parents financially 
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(Chen, 2013). This phenomenon exists to some degree in 65 percent of Chinese 
families. Many sociologists believe these young adults, mostly from one-child 
families, lack a sense of independence (Chen, 2013).  
The sociologist Vanessa Fong (2005) has described a historically unique 
situation in China, where parents with very few children make enormous investments 
in each child, but at the same time rely on their children for future security. This 
regime of investment and expectations of filial duty to parents has profound 
emotional consequences for both the parents and the children involved. Fong moves 
beyond this simplistic portrayal of the One Child Generation as simply the recipients 
of too much parental control to explore the unrealistic expectations and anticipations 
on One Child Generation. Many of the One Child Generation aspires to elite status 
even though few can attain it, and such aspirations lead to increased stress and 
competition.  
These pressures may lead to One Child Generation’s negative behavioural 
attributes like a lack of trust and risk-taking. Yet a group of Australian researchers 
(Cameron et al., 2014) suggest that the One Child Generation are significantly less 
trusting, less trustworthy, and also more risk-averse. The study conducted in Beijing 
in 2013 used a series of games and surveys to test behavioural traits quantitatively. 
The One Child Generation was also found to be more pessimistic and less 
conscientious. As well, quantitative data shows that people born under the One Child 
Policy are less likely to be in more risky occupations like self-employment. Thus 
there may be implications for China in terms of a decline in entrepreneurial ability 
among young generation.  
While the One Child Generation might benefit from rapid economic 
development, the One Child Generation has encountered the consequences of the 
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fastest degree of industrialisation in China. The One Child Generation’s self-
sacrificing parents’ generation may provide more consumer choices for their 
children, but inevitably they hold responsible for their environmental and social 
problems. The One Child Generation was born into risks inherent in the over-
industrialised and highly capitalised society. Here rapid urbanisation has brought a 
series of social problems leading to social discontent. Materialism, a moral vacuum, 
the lack of social services, spreading pollution, crowded spaces; food safety issues, 
distrust and the shortcoming of education are some of the consequences. Jin (2012) 
stated the environmental problems, such as poor air quality causing lung cancer and 
heavy-metal pollution will challenge the next generation in terms of lost health and 
economic productivity resulting in birth deformities (UK Guardian, 2012). 
According to a news report in the Economist (2013), cities in China are like smoggy 
London in the early 19th century as China moves through an industrial-powered 
growth spurt. For example, in 2014 air quality in Beijing hit a level of toxicity 40 
times above the level the World Health Organisation deems safe. In the northern half 
of China air pollution takes five-and-a-half years from the average citizens’ life. A 
tenth of the country’s farmland is poisoned with chemicals and heavy metals and half 
of China’s urban water supplies are unfit to drink (The Economist, 2014). China’s 
environmental damage is enormous. In addition to pollution, dangerously unsafe 
food resources are a violation against general wellbeing and elementary moral norms 
in every way of life. Ranging from melamine-contaminated baby milk to 
contaminated pork products, food-safety problems have become a serious social 
problem reflected by China’s social and moral decline (LaFraniere, 2011). The One 
Child Generation lives with a shortage of basic needs of clean water, soil as well as 
safe food, which will impact the wellbeing and change the values of future 
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generation of China consequently members of the One Child Generation are also 
expected to resolve the environmental issues.  
Although China's new singletons are statistically more educated than the 
generations before them, pressure on the One Child Generation is associated with 
quality of education. Fong (2004) explains as ‘every family suddenly had a huge 
amount of discretionary income to invest in education and also in consumption, the 
resources that had been spread among several children in past generations were now 
focused on one child’ (Fong, 2004, p.34). There are a rapidly increasing number of 
educational options for Chinese families to consider spending their financial 
resources on which mean soaring educational costs. Both the Confucian tradition and 
capitalist value stress the importance of education as a ladder to achieve material 
accomplishments. Yet the One Child Generation is burdened with heavy official 
examinations and high parental expectations of academic excellence and professional 
success (Liu, 2011; Tsui & Rich, 2002). Liu (2011) has pointed out that the One 
Child Generation share a sense of pressure, frustration and boredom as the result of 
the Chinese formal education system, therefore the Internet has come to serve as an 
imaginary escape from the ‘real’ life. 
Traditional education in China has historical legacies; however, these are 
constrained by cultural patterns deeply embedded in Chinese society. China’s 
examination-oriented education has been criticised as a main obstacle to sustaining 
its modernisation drive. Traditionally, the purpose of education was to prepare one 
for bureaucratic selection, which once achieved enabled one to pursue personal status 
and wealth. For over thousand years since the Song dynasty (960-1279) formal 
education revolved around the hierarchical and highly centralised series of 
government examinations that were the stepping-stones to official status and power 
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(Thogerson, 1990, pp.18-19). These rigorous exams have a modern-day echo in the 
highly competitive screening system, for example the university entry exam for 
colleges and university. From a psychological perspective, a negative side effect is 
that students think once they pass the university entry exam, they are instantly 
relieved and they feel safe. This explains why many university students lack 
motivation and a passion for diligent learning as they act only to meet the minimum 
requirements in order to be out of discomfort and pressure. While this leads to 
increased competition to achieve high scores and rankings, it does not emphasis the 
intrinsic incentive of learning such as seeking truth, enlightenment, personal growth, 
curiosity, adaptation and happiness (Zhang, 2013). 
The Chinese model of education is a complex yet transforming socio-cultural 
system. During the socialist era, Imperial methods and Confucian values were 
simplified while Maoist socialist values and propaganda were reinforced in the 
education system. Since the 1980s learning directly from the capitalist West and in 
particular the United States, has been prominent. This might be regarded as a fusion 
of traditional imperial methods and modern Western schooling (Pepper, 1996, pp.57-
64). Educational demand has increased in China due to the rise in living standards, 
yet the current problem has become a gap between the conservative formal education 
system and private supplemental education. The formal education has been grounded 
in Confucian and Maoist socialist views on the collective good, conformity, 
obedience, and modesty as central roles of morality in education. On the other hand, 
the hyper-commercialised private education system focuses on pursuing individual 
competitiveness as an important although shifting value for an increasingly 
materialistic society.  
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China’s education model has many problems in its narrow focus on exam 
achievement and ignores the well-rounded cultivated person practice. As a result, 
there is a lack of labour skills, practical, aesthetic and moral education. Chinese 
students have little free time to enjoy their childhoods. Approximately 21.6% of 
primary students and 32% of secondary students are said to suffer from 
psychological problems while many university students lack self-esteem, social 
skills, adaptability or resilience (Zhang, 2013, pp.16-22). Consequently, the ideal of 
‘quality education’ is not realistic in the contemporary formal education system and 
traditional views as to the central role of morality in education dominate social 
values (Rosen, 2004, pp.30-34).  
In conjunction with a stifling education system, the One Child Generation is 
constrained to follow their intrinsic interests and dreams. Zhang (2013) points to the 
lack of practical cultivation of individuality in an educational setting during this 
period of China's modern transition and it seems that the Chinese education system 
cannot respond to the problem of students disconnection from societal change, yet 
Zhang also notes the need for educational reform to cultivate the Chinese One Child 
Generation’s unique but inclusive individuality. 
 
6. The emergence of the new ethics and volunteerism  
In spite of these negative views of the One-child Generation, an increasing awareness 
of environmentalism, concerns for social responsibility, the values of tolerance, 
choice and diversity have emerged in this demographic, for instance positive moral 
changes have become manifest as charity works and volunteerism in urban settings.  
William Jankowiak (2011) in his book Deep China reveals how young 
charity personnel have begun an emerging quest for meaning and social justice, 
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which he believes represents the individualism of youth. Furthermore, a survey 
report by the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences found the post-80s and post-90s 
generations have shown a sense of social responsibility and altruism, especially when 
it comes to voluntary activities for major events, such as the Beijing 2010 Olympic 
and also the self-organised participation of helping find survivors in earthquake 
regions during the Wenchuan Earthquake 2010 (Rolandsen, 2010; Zhuang, 2010). 
This differs from the abovementioned stereotype of selfishness, defined by a lack of 
social responsibility, and being easily crushed by social pressures and lifestyle 
difficulties. Many Chinese citizens remember of how members of the One Child 
Generation not only took an active role in donating money, materials, equipment and 
blood but they were also active in rescue work on the site. According to the China 
Daily (2014), the Guangzhou Youth League conducted a survey and discovered that 
compared to the other groups, post-90s parents who were born during the post-70s 
were less fond of public service, but strongly wanted their children to get into 
volunteer activities. As many as 51 percent of post-80s showed more enthusiasm on 
servicing the aspect of intangible cultural heritage including helping the aged and 
disabled while members of the post-90s generation were more apt to make donations.  
Rolandsen (2010) observe how since the middle 1990s, an increasing number 
of young middle class Chinese have become volunteers, spending some of their time 
and money to provide services for others. This is an important mind shift because 
Chinese volunteer work was once a duty forced on individuals through the system of 
Party branches and work units. Volunteerism was associated with state-orientation 
and nationalism. Now volunteerism is an individual choice for participants to give of 
their own time of their own reasons.  Young people are self-serving individuals who 
benefit from volunteering as a source of experience, knowledge and self-
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development. Rolandsen (2010) believes that China volunteering is also closely 
linked to narratives of a western way of life, and of similar associations in Hong 
Kong and the US in particular. Volunteer participation is characteristic of middle-
class tastes and values in terms of western lifestyles, individual choice and 
flexibility, to which an increasing number of urban Chinese aspire.  
Rather than individual choice and flexibility, Rolandsen (2010) depicts how 
the process of individualisation has also given relevance to new kinds of collectives. 
In contrast to individualism, individualisation refers to a process of transformation 
towards higher strata of individualised society. He found that what attracts youth to 
the volunteer movement is the opportunity to be part of a collective where they can 
contribute to society, while at the same time being recognised as individuals. So, the 
intended function of young Chinese volunteer is twofold: 
On the one hand, the organisation takes on some of the social responsibilities 
that were once provoked by the state; For the volunteers as individuals, 
however, China volunteer serves as a relevant collective outside the family, 
neighborhood, college or workplace; it provides a space where people can make 
new friends while at the same time getting the chance to give and share 
something in real and concrete ways (Rolandsen, 2010, pp.156-157). 
Studies show that grassroots NGOs, volunteering and environmental organisations 
have flourished in China since the mid-2000s (Yang, 2005). The One Child 
Generation is the main force and provides the most participants to these 
organisations that are evolving with international collaboration. In addition, 
international NGO’s are pouring resources into China, some of which find their way 
to these types of activities.  
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7. The One Child Generation’s Chinese Dream 
The ‘Chinese Dream’ is the new government’s political slogan. This occurred after 
President Xi Jinping's speech when he was elected by the 12th National People's 
Congress in March 2013 (China Daily, 2013).  According to President Xi, the 
‘Chinese Dream’ refers to ‘the rejuvenation of the nation and prosperity of the 
country and the wellbeing of the Chinese people’ (Xinhua, 2013). This concept is 
now widely upheld by the party and promoted by mainstream media. For example, a 
talent show of the syndicated version of Chinese Idol on television is even translated 
as ‘The Voice of the Chinese Dream’ and schools organise speech competitions 
about this ideal. Vice-President Li Yuanchao has called for the dissemination of the 
concept of the Chinese Dream among children so as to inspire their ideals of 
becoming contributors to national rejuvenation. Li made these remarks when he 
visited students in Xianyang City of northwest China's Shaanxi province, a day 
before International Children's Day. He urged the Chinese Young Pioneers, the 
country's largest children's organisation to promote the Chinese dream among 
children and inspire their senses about science and creativity. In his view, children 
should be educated to love the country and become builders and creators as well as 
contributor to the Chinese dream (China Daily, 2014).  
From ‘Four Modernisations’, ‘Three Represents’, ‘Harmonious Society’, the 
latest slogan of the ‘Chinese Dream’ integrates national and personal aspirations, 
with the twin goals of reclaiming national pride and achieving personal wellbeing. 
Individualism is now addressed as a Chinese national goal for the first time. Since 
the humiliating events of the 19th century in China, for example the Opium War and 
Western Imperialism from 1750 to 1919, China’s goals have been to gain wealth and 
strength through modernisation. Chinese state policy regarding modernisation differs 
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from the western concept of modernity. Despite historical Westernisation 
movements, reforms and revolutions, Chinese people have sought prosperity. From 
another perspective, such movements, reforms and revolutions have transformed 
China from an ancient civilisation to a modernised nation and from a closed nation to 
one open to the world. The Four Modernisation development path includes the 
ongoing development of and a reinvigoration of the overall state of the economy 
measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the monetary value of all the finished 
goods and services produced within a country (OECD, 2014). The Reform and 
Opening Program initiated in the early 1980s was aligned with the mission of 
achieving ‘Industrialization, Application of Information Technology, Urbanisation 
and Agricultural Modernization’ (Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
China, 2011). As a government-led effort, the Reform and Opening-up Program is a 
national policy whose social aspects include industrial modernisation, agricultural 
modernisation, modernisation of defense and modernisation of science and 
technologies. In the 1960s President Mao Zedong tried to achieve a somewhat 
utopian view of prosperity through Marxism. Later, for Deng Xiaoping and his 
successors, the ideology was more flexible although party control was absolute. 
Since Jiang Zemin’s theory of the ‘Three Represents’ has meant the Communist 
Party must embody a changing society, allowing private businessmen to join the 
Communist Party. ‘Harmonious Society’ (hexie shehui) was the political ideology 
and concept introduced by President Hu Jintao in 2002. It refers to the aim of 
achieving social stability (Chan & Terence, 2011). The ‘Chinese Dream’ embodies 
some common aspirations for the stable development of the domestic economy, a 
unified national identity, and the use of ‘soft power’. ‘Soft power’ a political concept 
developed by Joseph Nye (2004) to describe the ability to attract and cooperate in 
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international relations, typically involving the use of a nation’s economic or cultural 
influence. In order to drive people to go forward to achieve their goals, the ‘Chinese 
Dream’ is an idea that seems to increase attractiveness of the nation. Such strategies 
reflect China’s desire to construct a new global image that is in line with traditional 
Chinese culture, yet is not a refashioning of the past.  
This new doctrine, the ‘Chinese Dream’ is often compared to the American 
Dream. The American Dream illustrates the basic American desire for opportunity, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness (Rather, 2002). The American dream is an idea 
associated with a Protestant work ethic held by many people in the United States of 
America that success can be achieved through hard work, courage and determination 
(Rather, 2002). In an authoritarian state, the ‘Chinese Dream’ can be interpreted as a 
dream of the whole nation and also a dream for every individual Chinese person. So 
the ‘Chinese Dream’ is for individuals to have better lives and for the country to 
provide conditions for achieving it: an individual’s efforts would therefore add to the 
country's prosperity. While the American Dream focuses on the power of the 
individual, the Chinese Dream is not self-driven and individually attained but 
government provided.  
When there is a crisis, there is a need for dream. The concept of the ‘Chinese 
Dream’ has come in time when China faces new risks generated by an over 
industrialised economy, yet the American Dream is also questioned under difficult 
economic conditions. Despite that Chinese people enjoy the benefits of a booming 
economy, the side effects of the country as the world manufacturer are evident in 
polluted skies, acid rain and food scares. In government policy think tanks, the new 
‘Chinese Dream’ is intended to show how a Chinese region can transform. As new 
risks emerges alongside the machinations of industrialised society, there are 
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numerous threats to basic living conditions so people turn to embracing new dreams, 
which reflects the political reality in China: people’s expectations require unity to 
achieve a higher objective. China has achieved significant economic growth in the 
past three decades, with hundreds of millions of people lifted from poverty. 
However, the One Child Generation finds themselves struggling to meet life’s 
demands, ranging from strong competition for jobs to the rising cost of living, which 
is further exacerbated by urgent social issues such as income inequality, pollution 
and corruption.  
Consequently, the top-down version of the ‘Chinese Dream’ has largely failed 
to appeal to today’s young people. Although the Chinese Dream is an expression of 
acknowledging the aspirations of the country, young people also have personal 
dreams. Michael Stanat (2006), author of China's Generation Y: Understanding the 
Future Leaders of the World's Next Superpower, addresses how the Chinese 90s 
generation’s personal dreams are mainly of entrepreneurships and aspirations of 
building their careers. His study was contextualised in the early days of the economic 
reform era. Based on much criticism of China’s development, the study interviewed 
members of the One Child Generation to reveal their ‘personal dreams’ and their 
place in the country’s ‘Chinese Dream’. This work shows there is a gap between 
their paternalistic national dream, their parents’ dreams for their children and their 
own dreams or aspirations, and in doing so it provides an insight into the way these 
generations’ values are evolving.  
Current scholarship concerning the One Child Generation aligns with Internet 
research because it helps to develop a framework that captures the interplay between 
technology and individuals in China. More importantly, such interactivity shows that 
instead of merely focusing on the stereotypes and psychological traits of the One 
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Child Generation, researchers need to pay specific attention to the One Child 
Generation’s relationship with technology and other social forces, for instance 
popular consumption, and other social practices in order to define the unique 
capacities of the One Child Generation. While current scholarship maps the One 
Child Generation’s consumption and lifestyle patterns, these works are based on an 
assumed idea of economic development in China. Few scholars have situated these 
conflicts and controversies within the One Child Generation’s direct relationship 
with risk society and technology.  
Rather than focus upon the consumption orientated tribes (Wang, 2013), this 
thesis provides perspectives of community-orientated social functions viewed as an 
increasing responsiveness to social issues in China, and so this thesis provides a new 
approach for re-evaluating how the One Child Generation is becoming increasingly 
engaged in social issues. It examines their changing consciousness. Members 
generation perceive themselves more as global citizens than their predecessors and 
they active oppose practices of conspicuous consumption whilst promoting global 
values of sustainability. In this respect the thesis also examines the role of digital 
communication and shows that exposure to the Internet brings gradual changes of 
consciousness through the formation of a global sense of self and the capacity for 
building grassroots communities.  
Much literature defines the post-80s, post-90s generations as the most self-
centred of all generations because of an attachment to immediate pleasure and strong 
tendencies toward individualism and hedonism. The Chinese One Child Generation 
is under pressure for changes in the family size, and competition in society among 
other diverse social challenges. Throughout the 21st century, the One Child 
Generation have been the target of a moral panic fuelled by mass media, and have 
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come to symbolise the decline of traditional collective culture and the nation’s 
excesses of materialist hedonism. Yet such a crisis for youth is not unique to China. 
According to Beck (2009), it is symptomatic of the global mapping of neoliberalism, 
which marks the twenty-first century, namely ‘Risk Society’. During this time, China 
has rapidly evolved into an economy based upon consumption and speculative logic 
has replaced traditional beliefs consequently the young generation are in peril under 
an economy driven by speed and risk (Giroux, 2003). Precisely because of such post-
industrial conditions, which foretell a new Chinese future in the context of these 
generations, these generations are uniquely positioned to symbolise the possibility of 
a new social and economic future.  
By critically reviewing existing studies in ‘risk society’ and digital 
communication in the area of empowerment and over reliance by the digital natives, 
next chapter indicates how this thesis will address some gaps in the present body of 
knowledge through an examination of ‘urbanism’ in the global context and ‘sharism’ 
in the local context. In this way, the thesis is located within an interrelated and 
interdisciplinary field of research incorporating social media studies, youth study, 
and media sociology.  
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 
This chapter defines ‘sharism’, ‘risk society’, digital communication, community and 
trust building. It addresses gaps in the present body of knowledge in the One Child 
Generation’s extension of risk perception, social awareness and trust building 
associated with digital communication. Through an approach that combines 
sociology with media studies, and in particular digital communications, a better 
understanding of the One Child Generation in China is enabled. Media studies and 
sociology in combination provide greater depth and scope to this study of the middle 
class of the One Child Generation’s social awareness and digital participation in 
urban China. In order to map the manifestation of sharism in the digital age, the 
chapter examines new forms of online and offline interaction that impact on the One 
Child Generation’s changing values, perceptions of risks, motivations of 
communities’ participation and trust building.  
The first section situates the One Child Generation in the context of the dual 
effects of consumerism and individuals in society. It highlights China’s rapid 
transformation to consumerism, industrialisation and urbanisation and how these 
contribute to the One Child Generation’s shortcomings and traits. The main 
argument in this section is that the transformation of China’s economy and society 
since the economic reform and the instigation of the Open Door Policy in 1978 have 
led to opportunities for greater individualisation, in other words, this entails a 
questioning of the status quo. Individual values of the ‘every-man-for-himself’ in the 
market economy and globalised consumerism have come to dominate the views of 
the One Child Generation (Yan, 2010; Hansen & Pang, 2010).  
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The second section provides a theoretical overview of the concept of ‘risk 
society’ (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1999; Bauman, 2005; Yan, 2010) and how it relates 
to China. Risk society in China has proliferated as a result of China’s rapid 
transformation to consumerism, industrialisation and urbanisation. Meanwhile, the 
job of protecting individual concerns is often left to individuals and so the individual 
in contemporary society is becoming increasingly frustrated with their powerlessness 
over services such as education, health care, social trust and the degradation of the 
environment. Social trust in this thesis encompasses a wide range of issues pertaining 
to relationships within and between social groups; such as families, technology, 
communities, organisations, companies and nations. It comprises a sociological 
understanding of the dynamics of trust found in inter-group and intra-group 
interactions (Hardin, 2002).  
The third section contextualises the One Child Generation’s activities and 
communities using theories of digital media communication. The rise of 
consumerism and societal distrust goes hand in hand with the rapid technical 
advancement of communication technologies. Digital media plays an important role 
in disseminating information as well as social sharing and trust building for 
individuals in the society. Therefore this chapter reviews previous research on how 
the Internet has generated the ‘we think’ concept (Leadbeater, 2009), the ‘Gift 
Economy’ (Rheingold, 1993) as well as ideas of participatory culture (Jenkins, 
2008), because these global digital cultures have influenced the One Child 
Generation’s digital sharing in China. Digital media’s empowerment of individuals 
and their community buildings, and social media platforms construction of youth 
identity are evident in China’s online world. There are positive and negative aspects 
for new generations of young people who have been brought up in a digitally rich 
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environment (Prensky, 2001). A critical feature of the illusion of the digital 
communication lies in how digital devices have created a delusion of community, 
companionship, and a changed sense of inclusion particularly with regard to ‘digital 
natives’ (Buckingham, 2011; Turkle, 2010). This section includes the role of digital 
media as a means of promoting civic engagement and participation among young 
people and in doing so it provides a conceptual framework to comprehend the 
changing social norms and media platforms in contemporary Chinese society.  
By pointing to gaps in existing scholarship, a theoretical framework is 
developed that brings ‘sharism’ to the centre of the analysis. Here I propose the term 
‘sharism’ to conceptualise the emerging collective interactivities and communities of 
the One Child Generation. The last section introduces the notion of ‘sharism’ (Mao, 
2008) because ‘sharism’ is the key linkage between the digital communication and 
the macro concept of the risk society. Furthermore, ‘sharism’ as both a local and 
global concept could help to apply to this investigation of the community and 
interaction among the One Child Generation who have been labelled as having 
problems with social sharing and face-to-face communication skills. Firstly, 
‘sharism’ (Mao, 2008) is evident in this individualistic idea of self-participation and 
self-realisation. Also from a collective perspective, community building is further 
channeled by digital media. This is greater than the sharing capacity of information 
as it extends to social sharing in a combination of social values and social capital. 
The section also outlines sharism as a form of new urbanism because it explores the 
relationships between the concept of social capital and trust. By providing definitions 
of social capital (Bourdieu, 1984, Putman, 2000) and inner group trust, social capital 
and its relationships with trust building, this section places social capital in the 
Chinese context by comparing it with social connections of ‘guanxi’. These elements 
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of sharism capture this new form of urbanism by connecting with the One Child 
Generation’s networks and their civic participation in China.  
 
1. The One Child Generation  
The growing up experiences of the One Child Generation, who are often being 
characterised as ‘spoiled’, ‘selfish’, ‘lack of respect, disciplines’, and unable to share 
with others (Fong, 2004; Liu, 2010; 2011) should be contextualised in the frame of 
conflicting and contradictory social transformation in China after the post-Mao era. 
The One Child Policy and the Economic Reform were both introduced in 1978 in the 
same period marking the rise of the consumerism and individualised society. Liu 
(2009) states that the government’s Open Door Policy and Economic Reform (gai ge 
kai fang) reflect a ‘dual modernity’ in China: economic liberalism and political 
authoritarianism. The One Child Generation can be considered as a specific cohort 
and a social experiment in the world as the result of a profound cultural, social, and 
economic changing which is characterised by rapid economic development, 
demographic changes, and technological advancement. In describing the current state 
of China, Baogang He and Ethan Leib’s (2006, p.6) summarise: 
‘[China is] an authoritarian system at the ‘macro’ level, a set of democratizing 
practices at the ‘micro’ village and township level; a market-driven 
individualism at the economic level; and a mix of Marxist, Confucian, and 
liberal cultural traditions’. 
 
As Fong (2004, p.179) reminds us, the One Child Policy was not simply about the 
daily survival and the economic challenges of demand and supply, but it address a 
national desire: ‘Chinese officials established the one-child policy in order to create a 
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generation of ‘high quality’ people with the resources and ambition to make China 
competitive in the capitalist world system’.  
Both consumerism and individualisation has impacted the mindset of the One 
Child Generation. The One Child Generation’s life aspirations and self-realisation 
now revolve around cosmopolitanism and consumption (Yu, 2014).  As discussed in 
the previous chapter, consumer culture intensifies in the increased attention and self-
centred character of the lone child. According to Zhao (1996), the imposition of the 
one-child policy in the early 1980s has altered the existing family structure and 
power relationship within it. As an instigator of the breakdown of the traditional 
family unit, the One Child Generation has been exposed to increasing personal 
vulnerabilities while they simultaneously enjoy the fruit of China’s economic 
prospects. Economic individualisation has thus exposed some groups to greater risk 
and reduced the level of equitable access in relation to health and educational 
services. Yet the One Child Generation faces enormous competition. Social 
conditions embody progress but also infer harm and insecurity. As Zhao (1996) 
concluded, the conception of the lone child is in a way a reflection of public anxiety 
and uncertainty over the long-term consequences of the state one-child policy. 
Concerns include the long-term psychological effects of focused attention and of a 
lack of communication and interaction with siblings.  
In a previous study, Vanessa Fong (2004) surveyed 2,273 students at a 
vocational high school, a college prep high school and a junior high school over 27 
months between 1997 and 2002 in her research of the One Child Generation. Her 
qualitative data came from work as a volunteer English language teacher, which, 
crucially for her research led her into the homes of 107 students and their parents 
who invited her to provide extra tutoring. She developed a strong rapport with 31 
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families, whose lives formed the basis for her research. Yet, Fong’s sociology study 
did not connect the One Child Generation with their digital communication. Another 
researcher Liu (2010) made two field trips and interviewed 70 young people, aged 
between 15-28 in 2007 and 2008 to investigate urban youth and the Internet. Yet Liu 
didn’t link the One Child Generation’s digital communities and activities’ in relation 
to their insecurity and aspiration in future in the rise of the consumer society and 
individualisation in China. This provides a timely opportunity for this thesis. 
 
1.1	The	rise	of	the	consumer	society		
The sociologist Karl Gerth has discussed consumption in China, the rapid expansion 
of Chinese American-style consumerism and some profound social outcomes of 
consumer culture. He writes, ‘as Chinese policy makers promote the transition from 
a heavy reliance on manufacturing to a more service-oriented economy, ‘catching 
up’ now refers to matching the range and availability of consumer experiences’ 
(Gerth, 2010, p.48). Gerth states that consumerism is transacted in mindsets towards 
individualism with a loss of sociality and socialist ethics. Chinese government policy 
promotes consumption for the growth of Chinese economy. Gerth (2010) believes 
that while Chinese consumers desire to catch up with the global trend of 
consumption, they face the downsides of the inevitable consequences of consumption 
culture. The significance of the impact for Chinese consumerism culture is that it 
could impact the health of the global economy and the environmental welfare of the 
planet (Gerth, 2010).  
On the positive side, a flourishing consumption culture provides a wider 
range of choices. For instance, John Hartley (1996, pp.9-10) believes that ‘the desire 
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for public freedom and private comfort are the twin energies of modern identities’. 
Consumer identity is to be found in interlinking areas a search for the quality of life 
exemplified by rising consumer spending and brand awareness. Yu Lianne (2014) in 
‘Consumption In China’ states ‘consumption was no longer positioned as something 
negative, a submission to the will of the corporations, but rather, as a space for 
pleasure, escape, enjoyment, and possibly even liberation, creative tendencies and 
democratic exercise’ (Yu, 2014, p.119). The improvement in people’s living 
standards is an important contribution to civic engagement. For example, according 
to Hooper (2005), consumer rights consciousness is most developed in the area of 
rights awareness in China since the 1980s. Internet individualism and activism have 
become an increasingly important public space for the Chinese (Yan, 2012). 
Activism on consumers’ right is regarded as the beginning of the civic engagement in 
China where consumer culture serves as cosmopolitan identity. Moreover, 
consumption has become a form of social capital. Thus Chinese citizens are seeking 
to have a cosmopolitan lifestyle.  
However, whether consumerism will necessarily encourage citizen 
involvement is debatable. Tang (2000) considered the tension between identity and 
the affirmation of consumerist desire in China. The free market and expanded scope 
for commodification can privilege consumer activity over citizen involvement. 
Freedom of choice, while possibly sounding more appealing than workers’ devoting 
their life to the common cause of humanity, might lead people to withdraw their 
social obligations, for instance, the kinds of social obligation that typify socialism.  
The sign of market-driven individualism within government developmental 
strategy was adopted by the party-state after the economic reform. The profound 
institutional change, the marketisation and privatisation of the Chinese economy 
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have reinforced the legitimacy of seeking profit. Lisa Rofel in her book Desiring 
China (2007) argues that individual desires and the various new forms of public 
culture have been legitimised and promoted by Chinese authorities in the post-1978 
setting. Rofel observes a kind of cosmopolitanism, which shifted from ‘sacrifice’ to 
‘desire’ (2007, p.119). Rather than the traditional notion of ‘filial piety’, which is 
based on ‘younger generations’ self-sacrifice to authorities and cultural norms, the 
ability to express one’s desire is a critical step towards cosmopolitanism and being 
part of the world (Rofel, 2007, p.1). Rofel’s argument compares to Western ideas of 
neoliberalism to the extent that it focuses on individualist consumer identity and the 
cultivation of freedom defined by China's socialist past rather than measured by an 
economic and sociology perspective. 
Following the economic reform instituted in 1978, the Chinese party-state 
loosened its restrictions on control of entrepreneurship in the private sector  by 
encouraging people to enter business. Here Zygmunt Bauman’s (2005) concept of 
the liquidity of life could be used to interpret the role of individuals who relieve their 
anxiety through consumerism in the face of the constant changes and transformations 
that affect their lives. Global capitalism has decentralised the position of the 
traditional Chinese relationship between State and society, whereby the former is 
responsible for the general welfare of the population. Similarly, Yan (2010) has 
argued a greater emphasis on individual responsibility and self-reliance has been 
created by the globalisation of the market economy and an ideology of consumerism. 
 
Since the late 1970s, the Chinese party-state has shed many of its previous 
provisions and responsibilities, forcing the individual to be increasingly self-
reliant, competitive, and disembodied from the former paternalistic 
redistributive system of Maoist socialism (Yan, 2010, p. 509). 
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Lisa Rofel (2007) offers a conceptual connection between cosmopolitanism and 
consumption. Here consumption is about embodying a new self. At the heart of this 
embodiment is desire. ‘In the past decades China has seen the rise of a middle-class 
society, the emergence of a new and original Chinese bourgeois culture that centres 
itself on the outer and interior furnishings of a new Chinese self.’ (Yan, 2011, p.333) 
In this way, self-development has departed from traditional moral education to the 
individual turn in popular culture in which one seeks the good life based on 
materialism. Market competition, rural-urban labour migration, urbanisation, and the 
rise of entrepreneurship are forms of the ‘enterprising self’ (Rofel, 2007). Young 
urban middle-class’ consumption of brands, culture, goods and lifestyles make them 
“a better cosmopolitan person” (Rofel, 2007, p.116), who seek to explore the 
freedom of choice and desire (Rofel, 2007) and the right to be disembodied “from the 
previously encompassing social categories, such as the family, kinship and 
community” (Yan, 2010, p.15). 
 
1.2	Individualisation 
Another aspect is individualisation. The self-centred characteristics of the One Child 
Generation are not only caused by the downsizing of the family structure, but are 
also a product of transnational social outcomes and the process of individualisation. 
Scholars in China and abroad note the development of individualisation in 
contemporary Chinese Society. Beck and Beck-Gernshein (2003, p.1) observe that 
China’s new market economy promotes accelerated individualisation and the 
disembodying of social segments and citizens anchored in the new capitalist 
economy. Yan Yunxiang in ‘The Development of Individualization’ (2010) situates 
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the rise of individuals in China and Chinese-style individualisation during profound 
social changes from 1979 to 2009. This transformation in part has provided 
individuals with greater choice and freedom, in part insulating them from the 
implications of personal risk.  
Beck (1994) defined the concept of the individualisation process as a state 
when industrial society culture is suffering from exhaustion, break-up and 
disenchantment.  
Individualization does not mean atomization, isolation, loneliness, the end of all 
kinds of society, or connectedness means, first, the disembodying and, second, 
the re-embedding of industrial society ways of life by new ones, in which the 
individuals must produce, stage and cobble together their biographies 
themselves’ (Beck, 1994, p.14). 
Beck interpreted Giddens’s definition of individualisation as referring to new 
interdependences, even global ones, which mean individuals return to society and 
remain connected. He presumed the individual as an actor, designer, juggler and 
stage director of his or her own biography, identity, social networks, commitments 
and convictions, ‘individualization means the disintegration of the certainties of 
industrial society as well as the compulsion to find and invent new certainties for 
oneself and others without them’ (Beck, 1994, p.14).  
There are distinctions between the concepts of individualism and 
individualisation (Yan, 2010). Individualism is the moral stance, political 
philosophy, ideology, or social outlook that emphasises the moral worth of the 
individual. Individualists promote the exercise of one’s goals and desires and so 
value independence and self-reliance and advocate that the interests of the individual 
should achieve precedence over the state or a social group (Gustavsson, 2008). In the 
pursuit of self-interest, ideals of freedom of action and thought are considered as 
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laden with negative associations in traditional Chinese value because the collective 
interest is valued more than individual interest. Individualism is also associated with 
artistic and bohemian interests and lifestyles where there is a tendency towards self-
creation and experimentation as opposed to tradition or popular mass opinions and 
behaviours, and this is aligned also with humanist philosophical positions and ethics 
(Gustavsson, 2008). Individualism is often equated to hedonism, selfishness and self-
reliance. The rise of the individual has occurred throughout history, with new ideas 
opposing those derived from collectively oriented, Confucianism-based traditional 
Chinese culture. Individualism is changing, and is linked with achievement-values, to 
the entrepreneurial spirit and self-development. This process is called 
individualisation (Yan, 2010).  
Historically, the concept of individualism in Chinese society is a foreign idea. 
‘The emphasis on the absolute primacy and supremacy of the collective over the 
individual’ continues from traditional Confucianism to the Communist ideologies 
(Yan, 2011, p.42). Confucianism defines ‘individuals in terms of inescapable social 
categories that define their duties towards collectives and society at large’ 
(Svarverud, 2010, p.195). Yet the Communist regime went even further in 
suppressing and excluding the empowerments and entitlements of individual self 
(Yan, 2010; 2011). However, these conditions have changed during the post-Mao 
era, which is characterised by rapid economic development, broad demographic 
changes, and technological advancement. As early as the May Fourth period in 1917, 
Chinese intellectuals and student movements sowed seeds of individualisation, 
during which the liberation of the self and humanistic literature were central issues. 
Liang Qichao, Chinese scholar and reformist in 19th Century, who inspired Chinese 
reform movements, introduced the ideas of citizenship, individual freedom, 
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independence and happiness in the everyday life of ordinary people (Yan, 2010). 
Yet, Chen Duxiu, who is one of the founding fathers of Chinese Communist Party, 
criticized individualism as being socially irresponsible during the same era. Chen 
was one of the founders of the Chinese Communist Party, which viewed Western 
individualism as the ideological enemy of socialist collectivism. Consequently 
individualism was totally denied under Chairman Mao from 1949 to 1960.  
On the other hand, individualisation is also a process of transformation. 
Following the definition provided by Hansen & Svarverud (Hansen & Svarverud, 
2010), the notion of individualisation is the belief of individual rights, freedom in life 
aspirations, and the exercise of individual choice in social practices. Individuals are 
increasingly responsible for themselves and their individual choices. The Chinese 
individual has endured a process to emerge as a relative autonomous, independent 
and self-directing agent. After the 1978 economic reform, China transitioned to a 
highly mobile, increasingly plural and more individualised society. Many scholarly 
discussions have centred on the rise of ‘individualized society’ after the 1978 
economic reform (Bauman, 2001; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2001; Yan, 2003, 2008). 
China’s changing values, class formation, forms of sociality, and moral practice have 
been reshaped accordingly. In turn, according to Yan Yunxing (2011), the moral 
landscape has shifted from ‘sacrifice’ to ‘desire’. The rise of individualistic values 
lies at the pursuit of individual freedom, prosperity, and happiness, in sharp contrast 
to the previous emphasis on self-sacrifice for the collective and the state.  
A critical aspect of Chinese-style individualisation is a lack of two defining 
characteristics of European individualisation, those of culturally embedded 
democracy and a welfare system. (Keane, 2001; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2010; Yan 
2010)  In the West, activism can be carried out from bottom to top. For instance 
  75 
social movements like student protests, the peace movement, the women’s rights 
movement, the gay and lesbian struggle for recognition, and the environmental call 
for action were initiated at a grass-roots level, yet impacted the whole governmental 
system at the top. In contrast, In China the absence of civil society, cultural 
democracy, the absence of a welfare state regime, and the absence of classic 
individualism and political liberalism make social movements and civil engagement 
more risky and difficult to define. Michael Keane (2001) redefined contemporary 
Chinese citizenship as a choice-maximising consumer permitted by the Chinese 
government to be influenced by globalisation in contrast with the Western model of 
citizenship with attendant rights including freedom of speech and freedom of 
religion.  
Kleinman et al. (2011) in Deep China provides an anthropological account of 
moral and psychological transition in China. The author introduces the concept of the 
‘divided self’ to describe the tension between individual interest and professional 
ethics, selfhood torn between self-interest and collective good, and struggling over 
desire and responsibility. Continuing this idea of the ‘divided self’, Yan Yunxiang 
(2011) provides the ethical underpinnings and moral implications of this shift. In the 
article The Changing Moral Landscape, he argues, 
There has been a shift away from collective moral experience of responsibility 
and self-sacrifice to a more individualistic morality that emphasizes rights and 
self-cultivation (Yan, 2011, p.47). 
Similarly, Ci (2009) defines ‘moral vacuum’ as a crisis of morality where ‘such 
willingness is undermined by a crisis of identification reliance on moral 
exemplification, which is constitutive of the self in Chinese moral culture’ (Ci, 2009, 
p. 24). Ci says that economic reforms have produced a high degree of hedonism in 
Chinese society. After the chaotic Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) under Mao 
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Zedong, which shook the Confucian basis of Chinese society, and in turn corroded 
traditional and modern values, the economic reform period of the 1980s led to 
consumerism. Ci (1994) believes that hedonism is an effect of nihilism, a loss of 
meaning. In other words, a ‘spiritual vacuum’ exists for both older and younger 
generations. As put by Yu; 
‘In the Chinese context, before the revolution it was Heaven, the family, and 
community power and there after it was Chairman Mao and Communist 
morality. In either case, an external and absolute authority no longer existed 
after the shift from an ethics of responsibility to an ethics of rights’ (Yu, 2007, 
p. 61). 
This shift has led to widespread public perception of a moral crisis. Much critical 
examination of this perception has argued that individualisation has negative effects 
on moral values and trust in Chinese society. Yu (2014) notes how moral 
development has not kept pace with economic development. Meanwhile, rampant 
materialism encourages greed, deepens inequality, contributes to corruption and 
environmental destruction and leads people away from acts of protest and resistance 
(Yan, 2012; Liu, 2010; Ci, 1994, 2012). Yan Yunxiang has pointed out the existence 
of risk in a rapidly individualising society and economy. Since the period of de-
collectivisation and the gradual introduction of a market economy in China, the high 
price paid for increased individual space and determination among younger people 
has been a loss of civility and the growth of an egoistic concern for personal interest 
and consumption (Yan, 2003). Mao Xianghui, one of China's early bloggers, a 
software architect, entrepreneur and interested in social responsibility points out the 
consumer culture has something to do with the decline with the traditional value. In 
Flipping the Switch (2008, p.99), Mao says, ‘in lifestyle and consumerism, Chinese 
society quickly followed western patterns...more tolerant of many things formerly 
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thought incompatible with tradition’. Literature relating to social capital suggests that 
mass consumption is inimical to civic participation and the rise of mass media and 
consumerism has been a key factor in the demise of a healthy civic culture (Putman, 
2000).  
However, Ci (1994) and Yan (2003)’s account of a spiritual and moral 
vacuum from a sociological and historical perspective fails to account for the role of 
media and communication, and most importantly Chinese youth’s relationship with 
digital media. The Internet has created experiences, the capacity for self-construction 
and a sense of group cohesiveness for urban youth in China yet Liu’s research about 
the One Child Generation’s identity and digital engagement has not been associated 
with youth insecurities in the current situation of a risk society. 
 
2.  Risk Society 
This process of individualisation raises a third point, which is of the uncertainties and 
ambivalence of the cultural and social transformation where national and self-
identification is associated with a macro concept of the risk society. Here the risk 
society becomes the umbrella framework for explaining the rapid changes and social 
transaction in China. The One Child Generation in China is an extreme case 
illustrating the arrival of risk society. Individualisation is an important concept that is 
relevant to risk society. According to Douglas (1992), the individual must take action 
to shape his destiny. Risks are related to the choices people make, risk forces people 
into making decisions about their own lives and future courses of action. The concept 
of risk society has its roots in sociology. Risk society (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1999; 
Bauman, 2005) is the radical critique of late modern society.  
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Beck, Giddens, and Bauman approach the concept of risk society from the 
perspective of modernity in order to explain the meaning of social action and change. 
Beck (1992) says that modern society is increasingly defined in terms of heightened 
risks and environmental degradation. ‘Risk is potentially catastrophic and 
manufactured uncertainties are socially constructed within public discourse’ (Cottle, 
1998, p.7). As distinct from hazard and disasters, risk is the product of modernity, 
which ‘evolves from deliberative calculations made in the use of science and 
technology to produce wealth’ (Jarvis, 2007, p.30). According to Browning, Halcli & 
Webster (2000), modernity refers to a period that involves the progress of societies 
from an agricultural capacity to industrialisation and capitalism. The historical 
precondition of modernity originates from the Industrial Revolution, and the French 
Revolution of 1789 as well as the period of Enlightenment in Western Europe during 
the mid-eighteenth century. Browning, Halcli & Webster (2000, p.166) explain a 
defining feature of modernity is ‘the realization of democracy and demanded by a 
free-thinking people’. While traditional society is challenged in the name of 
individual freedom and autonomy, some people believe in the inevitability of social, 
scientific and technological progress and human perfectibility. Yet, Ulrich Beck 
(1992) recognises that industrialism has ultimately brought new ‘risks’ to society 
leading unintended consequences for the environment, health and wellbeing. He 
argues that societies continuously progress in the second modernity by transforming 
industrial society into a networked society. Second modernity is the period after 
modernity where modernity broke down agricultural society in favour of industrial 
society; second modernity transforms industrial society into a new and more 
reflexive network society or information society (Beck, 1999).   
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Beck’s theory of risk society is a social critique that explores the changing 
condition of a world of increasing global capitalism. Unlike the Marxist critique of 
modernisation, Beck (1994) argues class inequalities have lost their central position 
in society. Beck (1994) focuses on the return of uncertainty and uncontrollability in 
industrial societies and toward the turbulence of the global risk society. This concept 
moves to a developmental phase of modern society in which social, political, 
economic and individual risk increasingly tends to avoid institutions for monitoring 
and protection in industrial society.  
Both Beck and Giddens argue that human responsibility is now indelibly 
attached to risk, including issues of environmental pollution, nuclear crisis, global 
warming and the contamination of foodstuffs. Giddens points out that the crisis of 
industrial society‘s security problems implies that opportunities and compulsions for 
action are possible. As a result, individuals are challenged by continual uncertainties 
about what information or advice to trust and what to do about risk. The individual 
has become an active agent in the ‘risk-monitoring’ of collectively produced dangers. 
Risk-information, risk-detection and risk-management are increasingly constructed 
and designed as a matter of private responsibility and personal security. Human 
agents confront socially produced risks individually. Risk-exposure and risk-
avoidance is a matter of individual responsibility. Individuals in a society are 
encouraged to engage in self-regulation to adopt certain practices voluntarily, 
towards citizenship and in pursuit of their own interests risk avoidance relating to 
issues of self-control, self-knowledge and self-improvement (Lupton, 2008). 
Foucault (2008) defined ‘technologies of the self’ as techniques that allow 
individuals to effect by their own means a certain number of operations on their own 
bodies, minds, souls, and lifestyle, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a 
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certain state of happiness, and quality of life (Besley, 2005). Also, Giddens provides 
another component of reflexive modernisation of the risk society. He construed the 
reflexive process inherent in modernity to agree that social relations have altered 
with the introduction of manufactured risks and reflexive modernisation (Beck, 
Giddens & Lash, 1994). Risks, much like wealth, are distributed unevenly in a 
population and will influence quality of life. 
Bauman (2005) connects uncertainty with consumerism and globalisation. He 
notes globalisation has created a borderless mass society, and is levelling social 
institutions and cultural perceptions under variable signs of consumption. The 
uncertain future is characterised by a ‘fluid world of globalization, deregulation and 
individualization’ (Bauman, 2002, p.19). Bauman’s depiction of liquid modernity in 
which an age of ‘uncertainty, flux, change, conflict, and revolution are the permanent 
conditions of everyday life’ (Deuze, 2008), reflects the transient nature of the self. In 
Bauman’s conceptualisation of modern society, the dis-embedding of the self and 
that of society are mutually reinforcing. This vortex of uncertainty and rootlessness is 
accompanied and exacerbated by the ‘fading of human bonds and the wilting of 
solidarity’ in our society (Bauman, 2006, p. 146), and the move towards 
‘individualized, fragmented personal communities’, or ‘networked individualism’ 
(Wellman, Haase, Witte, & Hampton, 2001, p. 451). Furthermore, this fluid trend is 
reinforced and amplified by the growth of the Internet. Wellman (2001) argues 
collectivism has become a fragmented and personalised network which is 
characterised as autonomous, opportunistic and uncertain. Changing relationships 
between individuals and society restore human togetherness (Bauman, 2005, p. 12). 
Zygmunt Bauman’s concept of the liquidity of life (2005) is relevant to the rise of the 
individualised society’ (Yan, 2010) and the rise of a consumerism culture in Chinese 
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context, where production became a central feature of the economy, especially in the 
area of manufactured goods. After the economic reform, the belief in the play of 
market forces that determined the path to modern success dominates the private and 
public sectors in China. However, Bauman’s liquidity lies in the rise of capitalism 
and rapid industrialisation, which threatens sustainable development and has 
intensified uncertainty and social distrust while providing more individual 
opportunity and freedom at the same time in Chinese context.  
In the same vein, Mary Douglas (1966, 1992) notes that notions of risk are 
not individualistic but rather shared within a community. Associated with concepts 
of purity, pollution and otherness, Douglas argues that communities are 
conceptualised symbolically by their members. Douglas regards risk as a cultural 
strategy whereby communities make sense of danger and threats they perceive from 
outsiders. This cultural perspective focuses on how individuals bond to larger social 
groups and changing value systems of people belonging to distinctive groups. 
Academics have noted the relevance of risk to the media. The media are central to 
theories about risk because this force has made risk socially visible. Mass media has 
been identified particularly by sociologists as a central vehicle for conveying 
information to the lay public about risk. ‘Moral panics’ (Cohen, 1972), ‘risk 
amplification’ (Kasperson et al., 1988) and ‘risk society’ (Beck, 1995) are three 
different perspectives. Yet in the context of China, their participatory role and the 
convergence of digital communication in risk management are under-theorised. The 
gap in ‘risk is closely related to the One Child Generation, that is how they act upon 
risk that are identified and shared within social groups facilitated by the digital 
media. Rather than focusing on risk reporting and blame, this thesis looks at how the 
rise of digital communication plays a role in their risk communication.  
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In a critique of ‘risk society’, Lupton (1998) has pointed out that there is a 
lack of empirical research to support risk society’s propositions in mapping 
complexities, contradictions and changes in the global context. Risk concepts are 
fluid and dynamic over time and space, and it is a challenge conceptualise risks in 
relation to the mass media (Lupton, 1998, p.21). Cottle (1998) says, ‘as risk is an 
overarching phenomenon, Beck’s discussion of the media in ‘risk society’ has been 
found to be uneven, underdeveloped and often contradictory’ (Cottle, 1998).  
The risk theory rests on the belief that contemporary Western societies are 
moving from an economy and way of life shaped by industrial processes to a late 
modern period where dangers and hazards have proliferated as a result of 
industrialisation, urbanisation and globalisation. However, Beck’s concept was 
formed by the general conditions of the welfare state in developed industrial labour 
society since the 1960s in many Western industrial countries. When applied to non-
Western society, the spread of industrial capitalism produces global outcomes that 
are undermining material benefits. The dominant risks affecting communities are 
global and far-reaching in their effects. Pollution, food safety and distrust in Chinese 
society are evidence that risk society has already arrived in China (Yan, 2010). Some 
Chinese sources reiterate the Western literature about risk. A number of China 
studies scholars (Yu, 2007; Liu, 2011; Zhao, 2008; Ci, 1994, 2009) have pointed out 
that China is facing many social and moral issues such as environmental destruction, 
a crisis in the regulation of food and other products, as well as the atmosphere of 
mistrust and morals in society. Moreover, rapid urbanisation and industrialisation 
have brought social discontent and led to a decline in trust. There is a distinct 
trajectory from trust to distrust in Chinese society. People trusted the government 30 
years ago as the rapid rate of economic development produced high levels of 
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satisfaction among a still predominantly materialistic population that had only 
recently emerged from subsistence-level poverty. While most Chinese citizens’ trust 
in their government appears to be based on its economic performance, more and 
more people have paid attention to environmental and health risks as well as the 
decline of the traditional culture and social trust. Government often fails to respond 
to these risks. Corruptions among officials and unresolved social problems have 
produced widespread criticism.  
 
3. Digital media communication 
3.1	The	One	Child	Generation	and	their	digital 	communication	
engagement		
Parallel to social aspects of the risk society, the global development of digital 
technology offers technical affordances and opportunities for the One Child 
Generation’s participation, negotiation, and social engagement.  
The bourgeoning of the online/offline community in China is accelerated by 
the rise of digital media platforms and the One Child Generations is experimenting 
with new activities and forms of sociality that support their interests on line and off 
line. According to a statistical report about the use of the Internet from CNNIC China 
Internet Network Information Centre (2014), China has 513 million Internet users, 
more than double the 245 million users in the United States. This is the largest 
number of Internet users in the world. China also has the world’s most active 
environment for social media. With the development of the Internet, Social 
Networking Sites are the most lucrative Internet sector in China recent years, 
accounting for more than 300 million users in China in 2014 (CNNIC, 2014).  More 
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than 300 million people use blogs, social-networking sites, microblogs and other 
online communities. Especially, young people aged below 35 are the most active 
users. The Internet and mobile usage is significantly more common among young 
people. China’s online users spend more than 40 percent of their time online on 
social media, a figure that continues to rise rapidly. Having the world’s biggest 
Internet user base of 513 million people, China also has the world’s most active 
environment for social media. More than 300 million people in the country actively 
engage with blogs, social-networking sites, microblogs, and other online 
communities (Chiu et al., 2012). Social media began in China in 1994 with online 
forums and communities and migrated to instant messaging in 1999 like Tencent 
QQ. Tencent QQ, popularly known as QQ, is an instant messaging software service 
developed by Chinese company Tencent Holdings Limited. In 2015, there are 829 
million active QQ accounts, with a peak of 176.4 million simultaneous online QQ 
users. Blogging took off in 2004, followed a year later by social-networking sites 
with chatting capabilities such as Renren and Kaixin001. The Digital service Douban 
emerged in 1995 targeting the youth demographic. Sina Weibo launched in 2009, 
offering microblogging with multimedia. Tencent WeChat appeared later in 2010, 
offering instant messaging application services similar to WhatsApp. According to 
CNNIC (2014), the use of mobile technologies to access social media is increasingly 
popular in China. There were more than 100 million mobile social users in 2010, a 
number that is forecast to grow by about 30 percent annually. Almost all these digital 
media platforms have technological functions for organising community building 
like QQ group, Weibo Group, WeChat group and Douban group. Digital media 
orchestrates the sharing of community activities by social media and mobile 
applications (apps). Social spaces are created around and through the use of 
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communication technology. These spaces create sociality, a sense of belonging 
through social integration and communities and they engage the young generation in 
politics or civic activities.  
The One Child Generation, who were born after 1980 have grown up 
immersed in digital technologies, with a life fully integrated with connectivity, public 
display, sharing, feedback, and the constant availability of the Internet. The term 
‘digital natives’ and related terminology such as ‘digital generations’ illustrate that 
technology offers a new form of empowerment for young people while accentuating 
a generational gap. The use of digital media communication has enhanced young 
people’s sense of efficacy and self-expression, but also has a reductive affection on 
young people’s face-to-face communication. Net-generation aids technology 
liberating and employing young people, enabling them to become global citizens 
(Prensky, 2001). Digital media has enhanced young peoples’ use of technology in 
self-construction and self-expression, identity performance and experimentation. The 
Internet, mobile technology, social media have become prominent in the new 
platforms of the digital era. The young generation uses this digital technology to 
construct personalised networks of friends, colleagues and affinity groups. However, 
David Buckingham (2011) argues the idea of digital technology is utopian and 
overstates generational differences:   
‘Proponents of the digital native argument typically overstate the extent and 
effects of technological change and ignore elements of continuity. Yet the 
history of technology suggests that change, however rapid, is generally 
incremental rather than revolutionary’ (Buckingham, 2011, p. ix-x).  
Moreover, Turkle (2010), and Howard Gardner and Katie Davis (2013) shifted 
attention to the problem of over-engagement with digital communication among 
teens. They note the drawbacks of digital disconnectedness and how teenagers are 
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substituting perceptions by others online for real self-exploration in shaping their 
identities, intimacy and imaginations. The threat is of its replacement of primary 
human relationships. Chinese generation’s digital engagement has been gained 
academic attentions in China, however, in the Chinese context how the younger 
cohort of the One Child Generation relates to the lack of face-to-face trust is 
understudied.  
 
3.2	Digital 	media’s 	empowerment	on 	individual	and	collective	
forms		
While digital media has empowered individuals, the Internet demonstrates the 
interplay of individualism and collectivism. Kelly (2009) notes the Internet allows a 
spectrum of attitudes, techniques and tools that promote collaboration, sharing, user-
led content creation and aggregation. Wikipedia, Flickr and Twitter are examples of 
an emerging collectivism as vanguards of a cultural movement in social media, 
consequently new digital collectivism lies in community and peer to peer 
participation and collective production, not in economic ownership. The process 
begins with ‘sharism’. In this thesis, sharism is the interaction and grassroots 
community building to share information, lifestyle, values and social capitals that 
produces new forms of social awareness and civic engagement. In other words, there 
is emerging independent ethos concerning a collective social consciousness, which is 
a combination of self-development with the expressed in altruism and respect for the 
welfare of others. In the same line with the digital sharing, it moves from 
cooperation, collaboration, and finally to the new collectivism (Shirky, 2008).  
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The process of digital collaboration and production is echoed by Yochai 
Benkler (2006). In The Wealth of Networks, Benkler sees the emergence of social 
production and peer production as an alternative to both state-based and market-
based closed proprietary systems. The Internet has become a hybrid system that 
blends market and nonmarket mechanisms. Enabled by free software, the networked 
information economy departs from the industrial information economy by improving 
the efficiency of nonmarket production. Generally it is radically decentralised, 
collaborative, non-proprietary and based on sharing resources and outputs among 
widely distributed, loosely connected individuals who cooperate with each other 
without relying on either market signals or managerial commands (Benkler, 2006).  
 
3.3	The	One	Child	Generation’s 	community	building 	through	
digital 	sharing	
China’s One Child Generation’s digital engagement is part of the global trend of 
digital sharing culture. It is rational to contextualise sharism with media theories of 
digital connection, digital ‘We Culture’, and Remix Culture allowed by Creative 
Commons. Charles Leadbeater in We-think (2009) argues the communitarian 
potential of social media tools is not only based on mass consumption but also on 
mass innovation, exemplified in phenomena such as Wikipedia and YouTube. This 
new mode of ‘We-think’ is social media-inflected and is reshaping fundamental 
aspects of the economy, lifestyle, work, consumption, and innovation, all activities 
associated with concept of sharing collective intelligence at the global scale (Levy, 
1997; Fuchs, 2009). When people are working together on social media applications 
towards common goals, they therefore benefit from their shared contributions 
towards a greater goal, which challenges and extends the notion of the Internet as a 
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self-presentational culture. Charles Leadbeater (2009) also highlights digital sharing 
in aiding an unparalleled social creativity. This web inherited communal culture has 
a link to the counter-culture of the 1960s, ‘combined with pre-industrial ingredients, 
it has resurrected folk culture and the commons as a shared basis for productive 
endeavor’ (Leadbeater, 2009, p. 6). ‘The web’s underlying culture of sharing, 
decentralisation and democracy makes it an ideal platform for groups to self-
organise, combine their ideas and know-how, and to create together (Leadbeater, 
2009, p.7).’ Therefore, it can lead to collective creativity and community building.  
Some leading thinkers (Lessig, 2007; Jenkins, 2008) behind Creative 
Commons describe how digital media is aiding social functions of sharing through 
free tools that enable creators to easily make their work available to the public for 
legal sharing and remix. Creative Commons is a non-profit organisation that 
legitimates the sharing and use of creativity and knowledge through free legal tools 
(Lessig, 2002). Remix Culture is where diverse genres constantly are remixed and 
redeveloped on the Internet (Fagerjord, 2010). People with inexpensive computers 
are able to copy and paste elements from digital mass culture and assemble them into 
new works (Lessig, 2007). The idea of universal access to research, education, and 
culture is made possible through the shared culture of Creative Commons and digital 
Remix Culture. Early Chinese Internet users online blogs, sharing posts, photos on 
microblogging services and social media platforms, discussion forums, as well as the 
decoration of personal mobile phones, demonstrate what Jenkins (2008) calls the 
‘participatory culture’ of new media technologies. In Chinese context, Mao (2008) 
argues new digital technologies are reviving sharism in closed culture in China 
exemplified by the early blogging activities from 1999 that allowed information 
sharing, networks and connections. The rapid emergence of technological social 
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applications that can communicate and cooperate, by allowing people to output 
content from one service to another, are letting users spread their memes2 into a 
pipeline-like system. This interconnectedness allows memes to travel along multiple 
online social networks, and potentially reach a huge audience. As a result, such a 
micro-pipeline system is making Social Media an alternative to broadcast media 
(Mao, 2008).  
Differing from the legitimated sharing allowed by Creative Commons, remix 
and sharing culture is rooted in the grassroots sub-culture and digital communities in 
China (Li, 2010). With the development of digital communication technologies, 
micro-involvement of the sharing community in China and new patterns of urban 
youth’s sociality has emerged. Shang et al. (2012) argues that the community based 
‘small worlds’ appeals to the urban youth. ‘Small world networks’ (Shang et al., 
2012) are defined as ‘collective activities by shared identity; sometimes they are 
constituted by friends or family or by people who share common interests or 
pursuits’ (Shang et al., 2012, pp.383-385). These are largely the result of individuals 
socialising with peers who share similar consumer values since the opportunities of 
digital social networking have provided a new way to facilitate the spread of ‘opt-in 
community’ to urban youth in China. 
 
4. Sharism  
There is an important link between the idea about the One Child Generation in 
Chinese local context and the global risk society, and this should be drawn into the 
investigation of the emergence of sharism among the One Child Generation. This 
also accounts for their own roles as individuals who relate to the formation of the 
                                                            
2 A meme is an element of a culture or system of behaviour passed from one individual to another by 
imitation or other non-genetic means. 
  90 
collective forms of communities to boost inner group trust. At the same time the One 
Child Generation responds to social and personal uncertainties and the risks that 
accompany self-empowerment and digital collectivism by employing and engaging 
in new activities in both online and offline communities facilitated and organised by 
digital media. Sharism is both a local concept influenced by the historical experience 
in economic, social and cultural aspects associated with socialism and utopianism but 
also influenced by the global trend of the rise of digital communication.  Therefore, 
sharism is a useful concept to localise the global concept in Chinese context and link 
the digital communication and risk society.  
	
4.1	Transforming 	of	urban 	space,	networks 	and	communities 		
Rapid industrialisation and urbanisation in China has three major consequences: the 
decline of the traditional community, changing social relations and environmental 
issues. China has followed its own path in social transformation. Liu (2010, p.15) 
points out ‘this huge and ancient nation is changing is unprecedented in its own 
history and rare in any other country’s history’. The level of the urbanisation plays a 
major role in these transformations. Henderson (2009) shows how the government 
suppressed urbanisation as Mao’s social movement looked toward developing 
agriculture for three decades until the end of the 1970s. Consequently, the level of 
urbanisation was limited and there was little private enterprise in cities with the 
Central Planned economy. The Central Planned Economy is an economic system in 
which economic decisions are made by the state or government rather than by the 
interaction between consumers and businesses (Nee, 1992). However, initiated by the 
open door policy and reform during the 1980s, China’s urbanisation has proceeded at 
the fastest pace in the world (Chen, 2007). Given that the urban population in China 
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rose significantly from 18% in 1978 to 31% in 1999, and numbered 222 million 
(State Statistical Bureau, 2000), the expansion of the urban population has seen large 
masses of people, including former farmers flooding into cities as temporary 
residents (Zhang, 2003).  
China will continue to give high priority to urbanisation in the coming 
decades because it has recognised urbanisations central role in further economic 
growth and social development, (Chen, 2005).  As well, there is a transformation of 
China’s urban sociality and people’s attitudes apparent in the processes of dislocating 
urban space. In many major cities in China there is extensive urban economic 
redevelopment. For example, traditional structures of architecture like ‘hutong’ 
(Beijing traditional courtyard residences) and ‘longtang’ (Shanghai style of 
connected lane house) have been demolished.  Many residents are forcibly moved to 
isolated compound buildings with less interaction among neighbourhoods. This is 
considered to be ‘catch up’ modernisation, as Shang et al. (2012, p.2) pointed out, 
Many traditional social maintenance structures have subsequently come under 
stress; people have been forced to acquire new skills in order to survive in a 
changing urban landscape and to develop strategies to seek out jobs, housing 
preferences and possessions.  
Under these circumstances, urban social change and inequalities have occurred. This 
phenomenon is not isolated to China. Rapid modernisation means a loss of 
community in both the physical space and family structure, leaving a disconnected, 
weakly supported community in neighbourhood (Wellman & Gulia, 1999). 
Community therefore is defined not only by space but also in terms of social 
networks (Wellman, 1988a, 1994).  
Western literature also recognises the general decline of physical 
communities. For instance, Jane Jacobs (1961) criticises the similar urban renewal in 
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American during the 1960s post-war period. Her book The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities criticises the 1950s urban planning policy which she holds 
responsible for the decline of many city neighbourhoods in the United States. Jacobs 
claims these urban renewal policies destroyed communities and have impacted on 
innovation by creating isolated, unnatural urban spaces. She points to the importance 
of communities in the urban setting. Likewise and according to Putman (1996), 
residential mobility and suburbanisation have contributed to the decline of social 
capital and civic participation in United States as American residents were simply 
less connected to the neighbourhood (Putman, 1996).  
Public policy of urban renewal projects of the 1950s and 1960s in the United 
States has triggered new urbanism movements and city activism in the 1980s. New 
Urbanism is an urban design and planning movement, which promotes walkable 
neighbourhoods containing a range of housing and job types. It arose in the United 
States in the early 1980s, and has gradually influenced many aspects of real estate 
development, urban planning, and municipal land-use strategies. Jacobs’s city 
activism and new urbanism movements have preserved a vibrant urban community 
and public space like New York City's Greenwich Village. The new urbanists’ 
definition of ‘neighbourhood’ is one that includes the idea of diversity.  
In contrast, facing the declining traditional and physical communities, 
increased geographical and social mobility leads to new form of urbanism in China. 
The most unique feature of this characteristic in China is how the decline of the 
traditional community and the rise of the virtual community occur at the same time 
in China, which differs from the American context. An overriding trend is the 
transformation of China’s urban space. The way people connected in cities before the 
arrival of digital technology was through traditional networks including working 
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units, neighbourhood networks and traditional family ties. Shang et al. (2012) show 
that neighbourhoods, work units, and family networks are decentralised to a wider 
network of friends, ranging from online social networks like chatting and dating, and 
socialising with people with similar hobbies to public participation in NGO’s and 
through volunteerism by implications of ICTs in urban China (Rolandsen, 2010; 
Kleinman et al., 2011; Shang et al., 2012). With the development of new 
communication technologies, new patterns of sociality have emerged. Shang et al. 
(2012) write about a rapidly connected urban society in China that is enabled by 
mobility and the use of technologies. This echoes Castell (2007)’s ‘space of flows’ 
and is a continuation of a long-term shift to communities organised by shared 
interests rather than by shared place (neighborhood or village) or shared ancestry 
kinship group (Shang et al., 2012).  As a consequence, online and offline 
communities extend an urban sociality.  
 
4.2	Online	and	offline	community		
The traditional definition of a community is of a geographically circumscribed entity 
such as the neighbourhood or village, whereas a virtual community is a social 
network of individuals who interact through specific social media, potentially 
crossing geographical and political boundaries in order to pursue mutual interests or 
goals (Rheingold, 2000). Some of the most pervasive virtual communities are online 
communities operating under social networking services. Virtual communities 
resemble real life communities in the sense that they both provide support, 
information, friendship and acceptance between strangers. Yu (2014) observes the 
membership of the community is also about one’s lifestyle and social capital through 
  94 
affiliation with like-minded people. Howard Rheingold (2000, p.27) has defined the 
concept of virtual community as follows:  
…social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on 
those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form 
webs of personal relationships in cyberspace. 
Rheingold (2000, p.27) illustrates how individuals utilise the Internet to grow their 
individual social networks. He uses the concept of ‘small world networks’ to identify 
‘collective activities by shared identity; sometimes they are constituted by friends or 
family or by people who share common interests or pursuits’ (Rheingold, 2000, p.9) 
and ‘from conspicuous consumption to community building and lifestyle adoption 
(Rheingold, 2000, p.11).  
Rheingold (1993) mentions the gift economy as central to the relationships 
across the online world. He states the gift economy is to build communities. The gift 
economy is a mode of exchange where valuables are not sold, but rather given 
without an explicit agreement for immediate or future rewards. The gift economy is a 
social order, which centres on the giving and accepting of gifts opposing in capitalist 
economies’ logic of commodities exchange (David, 1988). Both Rheingnold and 
Jenkins (2009) argue of differences between the commodity culture and the gift 
economy. While commodity culture places greater emphasis on economic motives, 
the gift economy stresses social motives (Jenkins, 2009). Digital file sharing, free 
and open-sources software and Internet services like Wikipedia are regarded as gift 
economy communities (Raymond, 2001). In the absence of states or markets to 
mediate social bonds, network communities are instead formed through mutual 
obligations created by gifts of time and ideas. Within the virtual gift economy, 
people spend most of their time participating rather than engaging in market 
competition (Barbrook, 1998). China has a strong and long history of custom and 
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culture of gift-giving and exchange as a means to establish guanxi, yet there has been 
limited investigation of how this cultural activity has evolved with the gift culture 
and social relationships of digitally enabled youth.  
This idea of online/offline fan club culture is helpful for understanding the 
concept of participatory culture. Participatory culture happens when viewers evolve 
into fans who actively watch content, and interact with each other and join fan 
communities (Jenkins, 2006). Together they share, create and publish content, 
utilising user-generated platforms. These fan communities form ‘new social 
structures’ through creating a new model of cultural production where ‘consumption 
has become a collective process’ (Jenkins, 2006, p.246).  
In parallel to these global trends, Chinese urban young consumers do not 
simply consume; they recommend content to their friends who in turn recommend it 
to their friends who move it on down the line into a cultural economy which respects 
and rewards their participation. This helps facilitate the circulation of media content 
when it is personally and socially meaningful to them, when it enables them to 
express some aspect of their own self-perception or enables valued transactions that 
strengthen their social ties with others.  
Meanwhile, Chinese virtual communities function as a space for escape and 
facilitate a sense of belonging distinctively to the One Child Generation who has no 
siblings. Both Bayme (2000, 2010) and Wellman (1999) argued that online 
communities contribute to identity construction and value sharing. The Internet 
supports variety of community ties. Wellman (1999) defines social networks as 
‘communities that provide companionship, social support, information and a sense of 
belonging’ (56). The Internet has continued the trend of technology fostering 
specialised relationships. Lugg (2012) interprets this as the evidence of how the 
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Internet facilitates socialisation. In conjunction with this new mode of collectivism, 
Yan (2011) argues that Internet platforms constitute new types of sociality through 
organising people with similar hobbies to public participation in NGO’s and 
volunteerism.  
Furthermore Shang et al. (2012) argue that the community based ‘small 
world’ appeals to urban youth who form identities through virtual community 
building. They examined online ‘car clubs’ and found that individuals choose to 
socialise with others who share similar values in the urban setting. Sociability in 
China has shifted from traditional patterns of kinship and peers to larger self-
designed ‘small worlds’ based on common interests. These small worlds were 
predominantly based on consumer values. For example, the urban youth digital 
community Douban has about 270,000 registered online communities in 2014 
(douban website, 2014), mainly characterised by the members shared passion for a 
particular activity or cultural product. These communities continue to include offline 
activities such as group meals and weekend trips. Likewise, Yu (2014) surmises that 
fan sites become communities that span geography and link participants through 
connections made though online fandoms communities that are often carried into 
face-to-face relationships offline.  
 
4.3	Sharism	as 	new 	urbanism		
Sharism is an idea that can be understood as analogous to a meme. Sharism is a 
fundamental concept engraved in the deep Chinese social and cultural experience 
associated with socialism and utopianism. The new notion of sharism on Internet can 
be regarded as an evolution of socialism. According to Keane (2013) a meme is a 
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shared unit for carrying cultural ideas. The meme is a term widely used in Internet 
studies (Burgess, 2008). Together with the social media tools, memes are 
‘generative’ into popular discourse.  
Originating from the Greek word ‘meme’, a meme is a concept that 
originated in studies of evolution (Dawkins, 1976). In his book The Selfish Gene 
Dawkins coins the term meme for a unit of human cultural evolution analogous to 
the gene, suggesting that replication may also model human culture. These ideas 
might be transmitted from one mind to another through writing, speech gestures, 
rituals or other imitable phenomena (Keane, 2013).  
In the context of the Internet, the meme for Chinese sharism has been 
discussed at length by Isaac Mao (2008). He defines digital sharing as the key 
motivator of social media. Here digital identity and social capital are accumulated by 
participants, based on the common respect of the individual property (Mao, 2008).  
While the person shares knowledge or resources, he or she could gain social capital 
reciprocally. Mao (2008) compared sharism and socialism. Sharism differs from 
socialism in two ways. Firstly, sharism opens a window for business opportunities 
and alternative consumption choices as part of a economic discourse of sharing. For 
example, urban carpooling has become a new territory for private business. As 
Jonathan Zittrain (2009) and Lisa Gansky illustrate, web-based enterprises leverage 
the collaborative culture of sharing into a sharing economy (Cited Kennedy, 2011). 
Leadbeater (2009) also points to the economic discourse of sharing as the web 
becomes further commercialised, creating a new platform for the digital and gifting 
economies (Lewis, 2007). The digital commons culture is rooted in an ethos of 
citizenship and energized by grassroots participation, operating outside and counter 
to the commodity economy and the culture of consumerism (Murdock, 2011). 
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Secondly, sharism suggests a re-orientation of individual rights and values. 
Sharism also suggests a rethinking of personal values represented in User Generated 
Content sometimes regarded as Creative Commons. User co-creation enables 
collaboration that can be stored and channelled into human intellectual capital. 
(Zhang & Stening, 2010) It harnesses collaboration surrounding common interests 
and lower social barriers. As sharism encourages both collaboration and self-
expression channelled by new media; it is therefore a concept that explains the 
emerging interest and value in the Chinese context. Nevertheless, the key principles 
of sharism are openness, peer-to-peer connectivity and grass roots.  
 
Sharism cannot be imposed from the top down; it is built from the bottom up. 
This is the very reason that attempts in China to unify personal morality under 
the flag of idealism have repeatedly failed (Mao, 2008, p.101). 
 
In the literature brought to bear in this chapter thus far, there is much discussion of 
the empowerment potential of the Internet. However, the use of ICTs and other 
platforms of social communities are missing from the majority of literature relating 
to practices of youth culture, ethical consumption and social movement in China. 
Most accounts of the individuality process make a link between altruism and the 
individualism of youth. Sharism is a concept that might be applied to Chinese youth 
culture, networks, social movement and volunteerism and is worthy of investigation.  
Virtual communities are now an extension of the ‘neighbourhood’ in China.  
The urban youth has been coerced into a new networking structure by social media. 
New urbanism is reflected in digital sharism allowing social interactions to growing 
in popularity both online and offline. The Internet employs ideas of new urbanism to 
create diverse social interaction patterns, and fosters a ‘sense of new identity’ for the 
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One Child Generation to cultivate social interaction, and civic bonds within virtual 
neighbourhoods and communities.  
This interplay of collectivism and individualism shapes digital 
communication in the Chinese online space. Collectivism and individualism are two 
dynamic, complex and uncertain powerful components demonstrated by tensions 
between collectivism and individualism that have played out in Chinese history. As 
early as the late 19th century, collectivism and individualism had merged in the flux 
of diverse ideas of citizenship in China. This differed from Communist ideology 
which went radically in favour of a communal system that emphasised the self’s 
submission to the state authority. Communism has been influential in the ethical 
discourse on self-discipline and self-restraint. In China, moreover, Chinese 
philosophical traditions have provided a specific way of life. China and many other 
Asian countries commonly share traditional values of collectivistic systems of social 
life.  
The belief system of Confucianism has structured Chinese ethics as 
collectively oriented and based upon family and cooperation. However, 
Confucianism does not extend to cooperating and sharing with all, in contrast to 
datong. Literally, datong means ‘Grand Union, Great Community or Great 
Harmony’ (Liao, 2006, p.395). The concept of datong is an expression of the idea of 
the common good in traditional Chinese social and political philosophy. In the early 
twentieth century, the great Chinese thinker and reformer Kang Youwei raised and 
interpreted the idea of datong (Chen, 2011). Daoism, which is more universal, has 
presented a more individualistic mode of self-cultivation from indulgence with 
nature to pursuing a lifestyle without the artificial or material gains.  
  100 
While the emergence of individualism is an ongoing process, enforced state 
collectivism has not simply disappeared in contemporary China; for instance, an 
‘individual can also claim rights by way of the old collective ethics.’ (Yan, 2011) 
Adding to the model of sharism is a growing scholarship on the socialist legacy in 
China (Wang 2012). Hedonism, the loss of social trust, and unbridled consumerism 
are often critiqued in antithesis to the high Socialist era, which was an extreme form 
of collectivism. Social and economic transformations since the 1980s have led to an 
increasingly complex and differentiated social fabric which is typified by moral 
conflicts (White, Howell & Shang 2003). Keane (2012) concludes that China became 
a hybrid of Confucianism, socialism and capitalism in late 20th century. 
Therefore the communal aspects of digital culture have given rise to a revised 
version of sharism in China. Instantaneous sharing online has already begun to 
influence the composition of the global media space and shape the path of social 
progress. For example, online ecological sites and green spheres lead the wave for 
the future context. Green spheres might be viewed as the ‘counter public sphere’ 
(Downey & Fenton, 2003) where combinations of a green discourse and a 
communication forum constructed by the environmental movement (Torgerson, 
1999). Craig Warkentin (2001) argues that Internet technologies and global civil 
society have become complementary phenomena leading to strengthening 
connections with activists domestically and aboard. NGO’s and the Internet are 
synergistic in creating global communication to shape the international civil society. 
The Internet has facilitated transnational NGO’s public access to members, increased 
the effectiveness of partner NGO’s organisational activists, and equipped individuals 
and groups for working toward affecting movements for peace, economic and social 
justice, human rights, and environmental sustainability around the world. Owing to 
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the use of ICTs, ethical consumption has significantly shifted from the niche to the 
mainstream and has been met by success in the marketplaces of most advanced 
capitalist societies (Lekakis, 2012).  
In suggesting alternatives, online sharism empowers future-oriented social 
and cultural initiatives. Mao (1998) states Chinese Internet users have initiated 
sharing through the construction of new social relationships. Social sharing is used in 
a digital context to refer to sociability, which is a social activity of togetherness. As 
the number of people engaged in these activities increases, it will subvert Chinese 
society, helping to increase personal independence and interpersonal respect and 
forming new networks of social relationships. Additionally, it frames sharing as a 
psychological effect encouraging free-thinking in Chinese context. Therefore, the 
digital context for sharing has social values and moral implications that may help 
Chinese people reconsider the value of individual diversity and to learn to care for 
others.  
By considering social capital a network asset, Chinese social capital in can be 
related to social networks of guanxi.  Guanxi is the fundamental concept engraved in 
deep Chinese social and cultural experience associated with family relationships. The 
Chinese meaning of guanxi is commonly defined as special relationships between 
people who share a group status and are related to a common person (Fan, 2002). Yet 
the connections between guanxi and trust, social capital and the Chinese traditional 
social connection notion of guanxi are blurred.  
Wellman (1998) addresses social capital in cyber-networks and suggests the 
possibility of a bottom-up globalisation process where entrepreneurship and group 
formation becomes visible without the dominance of any class of actors. Social 
capital building is used in a digital context to refer to sociability, which is the social 
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activity of togetherness. Here exist three functions. First, social capital emphasises 
self-generated social networks as a means of accessing social influence providing 
grounds for the cultivation of civic literacy and participatory disposition for risk 
avoidances. This may emerge from a group consciousness represented as a network 
that generates dialogue, debate, and emotional support, as well as online and offline 
networks that facilitate social actions. In other alternatives, social capital empowers 
future-oriented social and cultural initiatives. Second, it helps to organise a 
mentoring scheme and a volunteer bank through the construction of new social 
relationships. As the number of participants increases, Chinese society will 
transform, helping increase personal independence and interpersonal respect and 
forming a new network of social relationships. Additionally, it can be framed as a 
psychological effect encouraging free thought in the Chinese context. Therefore, the 
digital context has social values and moral implication and may help Chinese citizens 
reconsider the value of individual diversity while also learning to care for others. 
Ortwin Renn et al. (1995) have shown how people trust the communities that create 
and in doing so regulate risk as they build trust. Trust is only possible if people feel 
connected, respected, listened to, and included. Representativeness is only possible if 
all participants are networked with all their constituent interests. This can best be 
achieved by the kinds of social impact connectors outlined and undertaken by local 
facilitators. These are invaluable people who link individuals to their respective 
interest groupings, as much by indirectly raising awareness as by direct 
communication. Inclusiveness is only possible when all the relevant parties are 
connected and trusting of one another.  
 
4.4	Social	capital	and	inner	group	trust		
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Social capital can be generally defined as an investment in social relations with an 
expected return (Lin, 2000). The term social capital originates in social networks and 
social relations. This notion of social capital is helpful in understanding an emerging 
civic engagement among the One Child Generation because the concept captures the 
networking, trust-building and collective ethos facilitated by digital media. Three 
important ingredients include resources embedded in a social structure; accessibility 
to such social resources by individuals; and an action-oriented perspective. However 
there are four other elements that rely on these resources including information, 
influence, social credentials and reinforcement. As embedded resources in social 
networks, social ties can facilitate the flow of information and requires reciprocity 
(Lin, 1999).  
In both the individual and collective perspective, scholars have paid attention 
to social networks that have been facilitated by digital media. One such focus is on 
the use of social capital by individuals who engage in diverse interactions and 
networking in order to produce profits. On the other hand, social capital is regarded 
as a collective asset to enhance group member’s life chances (Bourdieu, 1986, 1980). 
While Pierre Bourdieu looked at the class perspective of social capital, Putman’s 
empirical work (1993, 1995, 2000) stressed the importance of trust. Putnam (2000) 
emphasised the development, maintenance, or decline of collective assets by 
participation in civic associations in the context of democratic society.   
In conclusion, this chapter has examined theories of the risk society and has 
investigated how digital media facilitates sharism in China builds social capital and 
communal cohesion through a narrative of the One Child Generation’s activities and 
networks in China. This shows there is a gap in existing studies of how the One 
Child Generation takes advantage of digital technological affordances to engage with 
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social issues. In this way, this thesis aims to cover the subject of the One Child 
Generation’s actions in organising self-help communities in the field of Chinese 
media and communication studies. Therefore, the case studies in the following 
chapter will pay attention to the conventional media perspective relating to the social 
awareness of Chinese youth, their concerns with social distrust, food safety issues 
and scepticism of youth reliance on digital media and education. There is a strong 
correlation between social risk and the community building need to address. The 
trend that individuals are incorporated into bounded communities in order to 
response to risks has been observed in this thesis. The greater the incorporation and 
social participations, the more individual choices are extended. I argue the self-
development of the One Child Generation is from the stage of ‘I desire’ to ‘I think’ 
then ‘we collaborate’ through the ensuing case studies of self-organising youth 
communities of urban farmers and youth camp. Therefore in the next chapter, I 
contextualise the field and the methodological approach is outlined to articulate why 
I have used the two case studies to investigate the sharism and youth communities.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 
This chapter provides a discussion of the research methodology, including why this 
specific combination of methods was chosen, and how these complement each other. 
It also provides an overview of the organisation of the case studies (Baxter & Jack, 
2008; Yin, 2003). The chapter also defines the general research focus and 
contextualisation, as well as providing the research questions that are specific to each 
case study as well as their alignment with the research methods. Next, the chapter 
introduces two case studies. And it explains why each case study adopts a range of 
methods, including interviews, participant observation, survey, and the focus group.  
In this chapter, interviews with the One Child Generation’s key community 
members have been used to gain insights into their social development as they try to 
build their communities. The two case studies are provided and presented 
chronologically. These have been followed by a period of fieldwork over six months 
from July 2013 to October 2013. The selection of cases has been informed by 
research question that query how the young generation responses to risk society in 
China. The selection and organisation of two cases aim to address the multiple 
practicalities of self-organising youth communities that have been outlined in 
Chapter 1. This approach is not merely a conceptual framework but it guides the 
decision-making processes and outlines the methods of data collection and analysis. 
Each case study uses a different data collection method due to the different nature of 
the cases. Hence, each case, exploits a different combination of technical features of 
digital media communication.  
I chose these community members because they are beginning their social 
activities and are in a transient phase moving mainly from industrialised and salaries 
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based careers, toward engagement with NGO’s, social enterprises and volunteerism 
activities. They are yet to be validated. In this thesis, the primary objective is to 
obtain an in-depth understanding of the One Child Generation’s risk-averse activities 
regarding food safety as well as investigating the overuse of digital devices in the 
context of emerging communities of participation. For this purpose, a qualitative 
methodology has been adopted because the advantage of qualitative research is that it 
enables the researcher to capture the depth of the One Child Generation’s perceptions 
and experiences with the digital communication. According to Kumar (2011), 
qualitative methods possess the advantage of allowing an in-depth examination of 
social change. This method enables some of the more complex and nuanced aspects 
of a social and ethical experience to be observed. In order to investigate how the One 
Child Generation and their self-organising communities respond to social risk, I 
needed to interact directly with the youth communities and members of youth culture 
so as to engage with a range of community participants and stakeholders. To do this, 
I made use of mixture of qualitative methods, which were primarily case studies and 
semi-structured interviews.  
While my research interest was much focused on my research questions, at 
the same time there was a need for flexibility and a degree of open-endedness in the 
interviews in order to further explore points made by interviewees. According to 
Irani et al. (2012), an interview is useful to present unique characteristics or insight 
(Irani et al., 2012, p.167). I also used document analysis and the focus group to 
complement my interviews of this research.  
 
1. Research Questions   
The core research question is: how does the One Child Generation draw on 
communities to cope with social change and negotiate their sense of insecurity 
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during the time of social and economic instability? In order to address the primary 
research question, three subsidiary research questions are proposed for the two case 
studies; what are the new forms of the community among the urban youth? How do 
they use digital media as tools for communities building? What are future trends for 
youth social engagement?  
In accordance with my interview questions (Appendix A), I organised the 
responses of each interview participant into four themes that ensued from my 
research question. My first theme investigated areas of motivation, professional and 
volunteering development, and the youth community members’ personal experience 
and purpose. My second theme explored current activities, community building, 
missions and community relationships including communities such as the urban 
farmers market to understand how emergent urban farmers might collaborate in their 
marketplace. My third theme considers how diverse platforms of digital 
communication the urban youth community members are used how the One Child 
Generation using the digital tools to facilitate their current activities and using digital 
networks to develop new forms of soul and group solidarity. My fourth theme 
enquires about future trends; for instance, what is the sustainability of the community 
and ongoing activities and what is the One Child Generation’s understanding of the 
Chinese Dream as well as their perception of the future.  
 
These questions regard the urban farmers ‘community: 
1. To what extent are the urban youth’s community practices evident in their 
response to food safety issues?  
2. How does digital communication play a role in organising urban farmers 
markets both online and offline?  
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3. What is their motivation, experience and what current activities are involved 
in the urban farmers’ communities?  
4. How will the urban farmers market sustain itself in the future?  
These questions regard the youth camp and volunteerism: 
1. How does Gehua youth camp re-educate the One Child Generation with 
values of trust and sharing? 
2. How does the digital communication play a role in volunteering activities?  
3. What kind of new practices and communities are evolving?  
4. How will volunteerism remain sustainable? 
 
By constantly comparing the responses of each interview participant, I was able to 
arrange the interview transcripts and categorise and codify the content. This process 
is explained as a method of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p.12). My 
method of organisation also corresponds with the analysis of interview transcripts in 
qualitative interview (Saldana, 2003). I produced a detailed and systematic recording 
of the themes and issues addressed in the interviews linked the themes and interviews 
together in a system of categories. Common themes generated from the interview 
transcripts were summarised and applied to the case study findings.   
 
2. Case Studies 
The core research question in this thesis asks how the Chinese One Child Generation 
has formed both online and offline communities and how this has impacted on the 
One Child Generation’s changing aspirations and awareness of social risk. To this 
end, the reason for choosing these two cases studies is because they are most 
representative of the emergence of urban youth grassroots communities and their 
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reflection of current social risks. The choice of these subjects as case studies 
exemplifies the One Child Generation’s changing social awareness towards food 
safety issues and new forms of volunteerism emerging from alternative education. 
Food safety issues and problems of the overuse of the digital devices are the most 
concerning social issues in Chinese contemporary society. In order to re-evaluate the 
One Child Generation, each case was selected because it represented a variation of 
forms of new urbanism and sharism in conjunction with the facilitation of the digital 
communication. In my thesis, I conducted two case studies in order to ensure both 
the depth and breadth of the information. Multiple case studies are designed to 
establish a range of examples and interpretations (George and Bennett, 2004).  
Common characteristics of the two case studies reside in the argument that 
the One Child Generation’s emergence as forms of a self-organised community are 
driven by Chinese social issues and critically embedded in digital communication. 
Each case also represents the emergence of sharism of the One Child Generation. 
The commonality of each case is that both are driven by the most visible social risk 
in contemporary China. An output of each youth community is to build trust and 
social capital. In both cases, I examine the intersection of the One Child Generation’s 
social awareness, aspirations for life, issues of sustainability, and how they think 
about the future and their digital communication. The management of each case 
maintains the same structure of background, approach, findings and concluding 
remarks. Findings are designed to respond to the primary research question and the 
four subsidiary research questions. As previously stated each case study investigates 
four themes of motivations, current activities, digital media communication and 
future development.  
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Yin (1993, p.52) defines case study methodology as ‘a strategy for doing 
research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary 
phenomenon in its real life context using multiple sources or evidence’. Saldana 
(2011, p.72) argues the advantage of the case study saying, ‘a case study focuses on a 
single unit for analysis…as a unit that permits in-depth knowledge it offers to 
address the overall objective of qualitative research about human experiences and 
natural social life’.  
One of the reasons that research is conducted is to build the evidence base 
that informs new knowledge. To this purpose, the value of qualitative research is 
often questioned because it is difficult to make generalisations from results when the 
sample is not statistically representative of the whole population in question. 
Qualitative research is ‘very much influenced by the researcher’s individual 
attributes and perspectives’ (Schofield, 1993, p.202). Stake (1980, p.64) suggests that 
qualitative methods may provide a vicarious link with the reader’s experience and 
thus be a natural basis for generalisation. This process involves reciprocity as the 
researcher, ‘is always a subject in qualitative research’ (Hamberg et al., 1994, p.177). 
The grounded theory approach to data analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) suggests 
that all explanations or theories are derived from the data set rather than from a 
researcher’s viewpoint, but elsewhere Strauss (Strauss, 1987, p.21) stresses the 
importance of researchers’ taking advantage of earlier experiences for enhancing 
‘theoretical sensitivity’. Enhanced knowledge is gained through the active 
participation of the researcher in a process which has been described as a 
participating-inductive model (Hamberg et al, 1994). Other authors agree that all 
research involves subjective perception and that different methods produce different 
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perspectives, but argue that there is still an underlying reality, which can be studied 
(Kirk and Miller, 1986; Hammersley, 1992).  
 
2.1	Case	study	1:	Urban 	farmers’	community	
The first case study is based on online and offline participant observation of an urban 
farmers market. Data is drawn from semi-structured interviews during a fieldtrip in 
2013 to Shanghai and Beijing. During the participant observation, I conducted 
individual interviews at local café and at my home depending on each interviewee’s 
preference, where we could sit and chat in a relaxed atmosphere. The interviews 
lasted 1 to 1.5 hours.  
Social Networking Sites are the most lucrative Internet sector in China recent 
years based on CNNIC3 data (2014). Many scholars have addressed how digital 
communication tools transform society and social relationships while creating new 
opportunities for sharing knowledge, for free public speech, collective intelligence 
and creativity (Hartley, 1999; Jenkins, 2009; Shirky, 2009). In China widespread 
consumerism has brought dramatic materialistic opportunism and a corresponding 
disparity in wealth (Latham et al., 2006). To fill this gap of a ‘spiritual vacuum’, ‘the 
independent communication activities of Chinese young people have contested the 
terms and negative consequences of capitalistic developments’ (Yu, 2010).  
The field-work that underpins this thesis was conducted from June 2013 to 
September 2013 in Beijing, Shanghai and Qinghuangdao, involving a total of 72 
Chinese youths (42 female and 30 male). The participants involved in the survey, 
(aged 6-11) were also accompanied by their parents. Participants involved in the 
focus group were camp volunteers (aged 18-24). Some participants involved in 
                                                            
3 China Internet Network Information Centre 
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interviews were also varied stakeholders at the youth camp (aged 18-34). Interviews 
were conducted over one and half hours.  
The investigation of the first topic, the urban farmers market (nongfu shiji) 
was based on participant observation at two urban farmers markets and at one 
community supported agriculture social enterprise called ‘Shared Harvest’. As a 
response to the recent concerns on food safety issue, ‘Shanghai Nonghao Farmers’ 
Market’, ‘Beijing Farmers Market’ and ‘Shared Harvest’, were launched by a group 
of young volunteers and local consumers who were interested in supporting 
sustainable agriculture and rural-urban mutual aid. I conducted interviews with 27 
participants including CSA social entrepreneurs and CSA members, food safety 
activists, founders of the market, urban farmers, organic farmers’ markets consumers 
and organisers. I investigated how digital communication technology has helped to 
build self-organising community and transfer knowledge of urban agriculture. I used 
in-depth interviews and document analysis to complement this case study.  
In order to investigate how and why the social enterprises have embraced the 
social media platforms to restore trust through self-organising organic farmers 
market community, I investigated urban farmers communities including Shanghai 
Nonghao Farmers Market and Beijing Farmers Market as well as one of the first 
CSA Shared Harvest, a community supported agriculture (CSA) organisation in 
Beijing. Each case is driven by the rise of small organic farms and urban farmers, 
environmental advocates and social entrepreneurial establishment, which is 
facilitated by the combination of social networking services in China.  
	
2.2	Case	study	2:	Youth	camp		
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In this case study, I investigated Gehua Youth Camp4 located at the Beidaihe Gehua 
Camp Experience Center from July 2013 to August 2013 in Qinghudao City, 
Beidaihe, Hebei, China. It offered an opportunity to conduct action research and 
explore the emergence of a new mode of volunteerism among children aged from 18 
to 24 years old. The camp offers the experience of intense workshops, over a time 
period totaling almost forty hours. The participants were all from one-child families, 
aged between 6 and 11 years, and selected from Beijing, Guangdong and 
Qinghuangdao. The camps core mission is to help participants reduce the symptoms 
of the One Child Generation and to teach children to form trust in groups. It is a 
typical example of Chinese alternative educational youth development in recent 
years, which aims to empower children from one-child families to learn sharing, trust 
and cooperation. The reason I investigated this particular camp is because it offers a 
wide variety of specialised activities associated with teaching the youth about sharing 
and social sustainability as a supplement to their formal education program. It is 
important to note that the institution promotes a perspective of social 
entrepreneurship in nature as opposed to being simply a private youth camp.  
 
3. Approach  
The recruitment of the participants took two phases, prior to field-work and in the 
field. Before the field-work I observed the key activists and stakeholders of the urban 
farmers markets from their Sina weibo’s virtual accounts and I contacted them by 
email. I disclosed my identity as a researcher and emailed the key stakeholders of the 
organisers of the urban farmers’ market and urban farmers through the online contact 
information from their websites. In my email I explained my affiliation, and the 
                                                            
4 Summer camp is a supervised program for children or teenagers conducted during 
the summer months in some countries. 
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purpose and length of the interview. I received 20 replies agreeing to an interview on 
the spot in the urban farmers market. With regard to the second case, I received the 
contact and reply from the Human Resources personnel from the Gehua Camp’s 
organiser ‘Angel Fund’ in Beijing and I received approval to play a role as a 
volunteer in the Summer Camp in 2013 in Qinghuangdao, Hebei  
In the next stage I undertook fieldwork in China in Shanghai, Beijing and 
Qinghuangdao City. I found the information online to attend the urban farmers 
markets for the first case. In the second case, the HR personnel from Gehua Camp 
informed me of the time and place for my month-long placement as a volunteer in 
Gehua Camp Qinghuangdao during 2013. I managed the time to conduct the field-
work during 2013 for both cases. During my field trips, my Chinese background 
strengthened my ability to conduct the field studies from May 2013 to August 2013. I 
translated the interview questions into Chinese and I conducted the interviews in 
Mandarin Chinese. I subsequently translated the transcript of Chinese interviews into 
English and I have used some quotes in the thesis. Before each interview, a brief 
introduction of the project was conducted in order to gain ethical consent so that 
interviewees make informed choices as to whether they are keen to take part in the 
project.  
Because participant observation was carried out in the youth camp, and 
involved close and open communication among the young people among 14 to 20, I 
paid close attention to ethical considerations in my conduct. The ethics approval for 
interviews and overseas fieldworks has been completed. Children age under 18 
conducted the survey in the company of their parents. The photographs in this thesis 
were taken by the author, and each person in a picture has signed a consent form. 
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The project also complies with the UHREC standard5 conditions of approval and 
conducted as approved. The ethical clearance has been completed and the clearance 
has been closed off. 
                                                
4. Mixed methods  
In accordance with my research questions, data for this thesis was collected by the 
following methods: interviews, participant observation, and the focus group. 
Altogether, the thesis involved 79 participants, 10 months’ online observation and 4 
months’ offline participant observation. The offline fieldwork was conducted in 
Beijing, Shanghai and Qinghuangdao, a city in North China during one fieldtrip in 
China, respectively from May to August in 2013. The youth research covered both 
the first tier and second tier cities in China. Not only focusing on Chinese youth in 
metropolitan centres like Beijing, Shanghai, this research also includes less 
developed urban areas such as the city in Qinghuangdao, a place that is on the 
margin of research about youth in China. 
 
4.1	Interview	
I use interviews as a main source of information in the case studies because this 
method allowed the One Child Generation respondents to describe what was 
important to them. Saldana (2011, p.32) states, ‘an interview is an effective way of 
soliciting and documenting in an individuals or group perspective in their own 
words.’ In this way, the data I have sought in this research has been best gained by 
going directly to the participants of indie music communities, members of organic 
farmers market, and volunteers in the youth camp, to whom I can effortlessly gain 
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  116 
access, and who could give insights into various aspects of the indie music 
community, the urban farmers market and the youth camp from different 
perspectives. Their interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis.  
Interviews can also allude to extra detailed information; consequently I intend 
to set out to collect any other related contextual or other information. The purpose of 
the interviews is to understand the individual mindset of One Child Generation, their 
participatory experience of self-organised community building, and the youth 
communities’ engagement with digital technology.  
In the first case study, I interviewed members of urban farmers’ community 
and CSA. Most members are of the One Child Generation. I approached them though 
participant observation in the urban markets’ market in Shanghai and Beijing during 
my fieldwork from July 2014 to October 2014. They provided me their insights and I 
obtained detailed information on the specific topic of the characteristics of youth 
community. Their interviews also revealed some critical aspects and challenges of 
the urban farmers’ community in China.  
I conducted face-to-face interviews through my participation in the urban 
farmers markets in the second case. It was very important to utilise this method to 
understand the motivations and the history of the CSA communities building in 
China, their use of digital media platforms and collaboration with other green 
NGO’s, and the emerging urban youth ideas of social entrepreneurship. The 
interviews partially addressed all the research questions in the second case. The 
market is held monthly at Daxue Road in Shanghai and in Beijing. I visited the 
market and conducted interviews three times from May 2013 to July 2013. Data was 
gathered from numerous interviews and conversations with the farmers who are the 
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urban youth made a choice to commit environmental farming, customers, organisers, 
and key members of the community.  
In the second case of youth camp, I interviewed the students and organisers 
involved in the youth camp. Interviews took place at the camp. When I conducted the 
action research from July 2013 to August 2013 at Beidaihe Gehua Camp Experience 
Centre, I had one-on-one interviews with 20 camp students, 2 camp directors, 4 
workshops mentors and 5 volunteers in order to get the information about the camp 
education. I followed up the volunteer activities at the youth camp by the focus group 
with 12 volunteers within the youth camp. In the interviews, volunteers addressed 
their perceptions of social issues, their interpretation of the Chinese Dream, their 
individual dream and the new trend and mode of volunteerism.  
 
Table 2: Case studies and interview phases 
Case Studies Interview Phase 
1.Urban farmers 
communities 
 4 urban farmers market’s 
organisers in both Shanghai and 
Beijing 
 11 vendors and farmers who 
has shifted from a non-farming 
urban workers to a urban 
farmers  
 5 customers  
 5 CSA community members 
Shanghai, Beijing 
Participant 
observation, 
Interview 
Time: June. 2013 
2. Youth camp  Survey with the 23 camp 
students and 24 parents 
 Interview with 11 participants 
 Interview with Zhang 
Changcheng and one director of 
L.E.A.D Camp at Qinhuangdao 
Gehua Camp Experience 
Centre 
 Interview with 4 workshop 
mentors 
 Interview with 10 campers 
 Focus group with the 12 
volunteers 
Qinghuangdao 
Participant 
observation, 
Interview, 
Survey, 
Focus group 
Time: August.2013 
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Table 2: Case studies and interview phases 
 
Since qualitative research is enabling for discovering ‘characteristics in a 
particular situation’ (Saldana, 2009), it is better initiated by open questions. 
Consequently, the interviews were all structured as an open question dialog in 
sections. I prepared questionnaires tailored separately for each case study. In order to 
benefit from this this principle, the employment of a semi-structured dialogue is 
useful for engaging with the interviewees and offering them space to share their 
experience and insights. 
 
4.2	Participant	observation 		
Participant observation is a method of data collection typically conducted in the 
qualitative research paradigm. It is a widely used methodology in disciplines of 
cultural anthropology; sociology, communication studies, human geography and 
social psychology because it enables researchers to capture what people actually do 
rather than what they say they do. Colin (1976, p.65) notes participant observation 
involves the researcher becoming a part of the group and it involves ‘the transfer of 
the whole person into an imaginative and emotional experience in which the 
fieldworker learned to live in and understand the new world.’ By utilising this 
method I experienced life from the perspective of participants of the youth 
community.  
I also used participant observation both online and offline. Online 
participation is a well-established research methodology for virtual environments. It 
provides a ‘behind the scene’ approach where I may be able to see a pattern that may 
not be directly observable. The research methods are directed at online content, 
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discourse, and connections, as well as offline events. The applicability of online 
participation is particularly useful for understanding offline participation. 
Considering the importance of the youth virtual communities content, I used my own 
social networking site accounts to enter these communities as a participant and 
observe the first case study online and offline. I applied this method for the 
investigation by becoming an online member and experiencing the digital 
networking services. I used my own accounts to observe and participate in the online 
communities, which including Weibo Weibo Group, Weibo account, Wechat, Wechat 
Group, Douban Group, Douban Shared City and Douban Neighbour. This research 
strategy stems from a socio-techno analysis of both online and offline communities 
as well as media contents of blogospheres and digital social networking sites. My 
investigation of the urban farmers market and blog virtual communities’ building is 
based on online observations at urban farmers market accounts on Sina Weibo 
(www.weibo.com), a popular micro blogging site. Through the online content, I 
could view the latest information and events of the urban farmers market and view 
the feedback, collaborations and comments of their members. The online content has 
been recorded since their establishment in April 2012, which helped me to access 
information on each urban farmers market regardless of time constraints. By acting 
as a participant observer on online community sites on Sina Weibo and Douban, I 
identified the leading vendors and the creator of the urban farmers market and 
community. I selected the most active players in the field: Shanghai Nonghao 
Farmers Market, and Beijing Farmers Market and Shared Harvest. I obtained their 
offline events information on the digital communication platforms and planned the 
fieldwork. The method of participant observation allowed me to collect data where 
and when the urban farmers market events were occurring so I observed them in 
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context and in relation to my research questions while I observed. I visited Shanghai 
Nonghao Farmers Market three times in the different venues at Daxue Road Puxi, as 
well as Beijing Farmers Market during my fieldwork in July 2013.  
With regarding to the second case study of a youth camp, I contacted the 
person in charge from the Qinhuangdao Gehua Camp Experience Centre and 
received permission for a one-month internship placement in the Gehua Youth Camp 
program from July 2013 to 25 August 2013. The Gehua Cultural Development 
Group and the Little Angel Action Fund support the camp, which is a NGO in China. 
The location of the youth leadership camp is at Qinhuangdao, Beidaihe. I received 
approval to take an internship role as a volunteer in the camp. By completing the 
whole summer program in the L.E.A.D Camp for one month, it helped me to 
evaluate the result of the workshops and looked into the volunteerism emerged from 
the youth camp.  
Participant observation helped me to gain trust between the researcher and the 
participants, which is crucial for investigating volunteerism in the second case. 
Having benefited from the action research in Gehua Camp, I developed a strong 
rapport with approximately thirty camp students, teacher and volunteers. This 
participant observation helped me to make a sample selection, as I have associated 
face-to-face with the camp students.  My qualitative data came from my own work as 
a volunteer camp teacher, which, crucially for my research, led me into the focus 
group of twelve volunteers. By entering into close and relatively prolonged 
interaction with camp students in their everyday lives, participant observation can 
better understand the institution’s motivations, camp students’ self-understandings, 
and practices. My fluency in Mandarin and my accounts of enthusiastic 
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participations with the campers and other volunteers in workshops were populated by 
a broad cross-section of volunteers, who actively enquired about my research. 
 
4.3	The	focus	group	
A focus group was used to complement the second case study in order to gain 
insights about how the generation of 17 to 21 years learn capacities of sharing and 
trust during the volunteering. When data was collected by participant observation, 
the groups were naturally occurring people who worked together in the youth camp. 
It is convenient to draw volunteers together specifically for the research recruitment 
and using pre-existing groups allowed the observation of fragments of interactions 
that approximate to naturally occurring.  
I tapped into interpersonal communication through the focus group because 
this method allowed me to explore the volunteer’s common experiences and 
highlight any values or group norms in the case of new emerging volunteerism.  
According to Kitzinger (1995), the focus group has the following advantage,  
‘Through analysing and examining different types of narrative used within the 
group, the researcher can identify shared and common knowledge. Compared 
with interviews, focus groups explicitly use group interaction as part of the 
method’ (Kitzinger, 1995, p.301). 
 
This means that instead of the researcher asking each person to respond to a question 
in turn, people are encouraged to talk to one another: asking questions, exchanging 
anecdotes and commenting on each other's experiences and points of view 
(Kitzinger, 1995). This generally facilitates the expression of ideas and experiences 
that might be left underdeveloped in an interview and helps to illuminate the research 
participants’ perspectives through the debate within the group. In short, focus groups 
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are better qualitative methods for exploring exactly how those opinions are 
constructed.  
In this case, a focus group approach has several advantages. Considering the 
activities of a focus group is more suitable for examining how knowledge, and more 
importantly, ideas, develop and operate within a given cultural context. First, the 
approach of focus group helps to identify group norms and values, highlighting the 
respondents’ attitudes, and priorities. Also, it encouraged research participants to 
generate and explore their own questions and develop their own analysis of common 
experiences. By encouraging a variety of conversations between volunteer 
participants, I was able to tap into a wide range of volunteer motivations, and 
understand the new forms of volunteerism and their digital communication. Third, 
the focus group with the volunteers provided insight into the operation of group 
social processes in the articulation of knowledge. For example, this occurred through 
the examination of the dissatisfaction of the volunteerism in Gehua camp. Focus 
groups also allow one to encourage open conversation and to permit the expression 
of criticism. 
I invited 12 volunteers to participate in a focus group since the focus group 
was quick and relatively easy to set up. In order to balance the potential bias in my 
interview sample of 5 volunteers, the method of focus group provided group 
dynamics and other useful information that individual data collection does not 
provide. It was conducted in a form of group discussion among 12 respondents in an 
unstructured and natural way where the participants were free to express ideas and 
concerns on trust and volunteerism. Communication and interaction during the focus 
group was easier because the volunteers knew each other in the educational 
community and they had lots of volunteering experience to share.  
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5. Contextualising the field and scope  
Identifying the Chinese youth communities inevitably draws attention to the One 
Child Generation, the risk society, and the digital communication. As illustrated by 
figure 2, an approach that focuses on the construction of urban youth’s self-
organizing community leads to an approach of studying Chinese risk society and the 
One Child Generation. To locate the notion of ‘sharism’ within such a framework 
means several steps. First, ‘sharism’ is essentially is located within the realm of the 
social issues in China. The term ‘sharism’ in this study is situated in the broader 
concept of the risk society. In this way, the social problems, namely the risk society 
in China is narrowed down into food safety issues, social distrust and concerns of the 
One Child Generation’s symptoms and their lack of face-to-face communication. The 
concept of the risk society develops insightful analytical frameworks of the 
representation, exploration, and identification of the emergence of the new activities 
and social engagement of the One Child Generation. Second, sharism is recognised 
as a ‘new form of urbanism’. The concept of urbanism, social capital and ‘guanxi’ 
provide the explanation of the purpose of the sharism, particularly where community 
building among urban youth function as building trust and providing a sense of 
belonging and togetherness in the face of uncertainty.  This is core to the process of 
self-realisation for the One Child Generation. In addition to its fresh perspective, my 
contextualisation provides a place to situate the bottom up activities of the One Child 
Generation.  
Third, sharism has a social-techno aspect situated in studies on the media and 
communication and Internet in China, specifically, that it is bonded to digital sharing, 
digital networks and digital Creative Commons and Remix Culture (Lessig, 2007; 
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Jenkins, 2008). The advancement of the information and communication 
technologies (ICTs), such as the Internet and mobile phones, alongside with 
economic and social developments over the past three decades, seem to characterise 
the One Child Generation’s digital engagement positively and negatively. Both self-
driven and collective, new ICTs further encourage digital sharing, exploration of 
their exclusive networks and community building (Jeffreys, 2009; Yu, 2009; Zheng, 
2009; Liu, 2010). In addition, this contextualisation provides me a way to separate 
the activities of the youth communities and their communication tools. In this way, 
the youth community serves as a situated between individual and society, on one 
hand shaping the community and relationship, and on the other, communicating 
renewed information and value.  
The trends discussed in this study are at a particular time, places and class 
dimensions, and do not represent an entire China-wide phenomenon. China’s One 
Child Generation is diverse and complex. Because of time and space constraints, I 
solely focused on the middle class of the One Child Generation. The demographic of 
the One Child Generation is well educated, financially well-off and among the first 
Internet adoptees in China. They are particularly noted as a generation who don’t 
know how to share therefore this provides a place for the emergence of sharism in 
the form of community building in the urban setting. This again, does not generalise 
the entire Chinese One Child Generation. Also other demographic groups of the One 
Child Generation are not included in this study.  
Even though my case studies focus on the capital city of Shanghai and 
Beijing, and the second tier city Qinghuangdao, the conceptual discussion should be 
positioned within the context of cosmopolitan China. Mega cities like Shanghai and 
Beijing have become the world’s largest urban areas in both size and population. 
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According to a United Nations report (2014), the megacity is defined as a city with a 
population above 10 million. China has six megacities and ten cities with populations 
between 5 and 10 million (United Nations, 2014, p.15), Shanghai has 23 million 
people and Beijing with 21 million people provides home to more people than the 
countries of Canada or Australia. Despite that Shanghai and Beijing represents the 
biggest cities in China,, there are numerous highly populated mega cities across 
China. The second tier city Qinghuangdao is one of the growing urban 
agglomerations with population of 2,920,000 people in 2013 (Baidu, 2015). The 
concept of the city is not a geographical boundary, but it is a site where a kind of new 
youth culture comes to life. The cosmopolitan nature of the city also represents sites 
of modernity (xiandai hua) for  robust and ongoing processes of youth activities. 
Chinese urban settings are notable for their size and the concentration of economic 
activity  has been associated with other important economic and social 
transformations. Due to their rapid development, inadequate government policy and 
corruption, the benefits of city life and resources are inequitably shared in China. 
Therefore, in line with the framework demonstrated in the introduction to this thesis, 
I locate these freshness activities of the One Child Generation in their self-
organisation communities in the methodology. 
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Figure 1: Contextualizing the field 
In summary, this chapter has outlined the reasons for the research design, the 
methodology and the framework and scope of this study, in particular, by locating 
the methodology of the case study approach within the embedded combination of 
interviews, participant observation and the focus group. It specifically discusses 
some issues and the processes of data collection, and the analysis of raw data and 
how participants were recruited.  
Moving forward, the next section of this thesis examines qualitative data 
about how digital communication has empowered the One Child Generation to form 
a fast-moving stream of collective social conscience, which constitutes a new variety 
of Chinese youth engagement concerned with environmental sustainability, 
education and volunteerism. The next chapter begins the investigation of how 
members of the Chinese One Child Generation have responded to social changes 
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both online and offline, especially in relation to ethical food consumption related to 
environmental issues, education and volunteerism. The youth culture demonstrates 
how the youth online world helps to reconnect them, and it leads on to the actions in 
the case studies. As previously stated, there are two case studies: Community 
Support Agriculture and urban farmers’ community and volunteerism emerged from 
the youth camp. The details of the approach of each case study are elaborated in the 
following case study chapters. Both look at an understudied topic in the Chinese One 
Child Generation’s evolution on self-cultivation and social responsibility and their 
relationship with digital communication. All these may converge to produce the 
storm of social movement and activism in the near future. 
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Chapter 5: Urban farmers’ communities 
In this case study the emergence of youth community takes the form of urban 
farmers markets and their formation of community-supported agriculture (CSA). The 
research was conducted in Beijing and Shanghai where I interviewed 27 participants 
at the Beijing and Shanghai urban farmers communities including one CSA founder 
and two organisers of the urban organic farmers market. It brings in some theoretical 
discussion about ‘the risk society’ and how this is related to the development of CSA 
in China. The analysis here builds on chapter 3’s conceptualisation of the ‘risk 
society’ in China, where it has been historically associated and as well as defined by 
social movements and media products. The chapter aims to answer the research 
questions relating to the new forms of the One Child Generation’s social engagement 
and how digital media plays a role in community building. As discussed in the 
literature review, the One Child Generation has reconnected in the online world to 
form new identities and communities. They constantly struggle with the risk that it is 
a response to macroscopic social change in China such as hedonism and social 
distrust in society. In this chapter, urban youth have moved beyond the online world 
to the offline. In this chapter, the activities of urban farmers’ communities are 
examined for further insights in their development of the grassroots system as a 
response to social issues. It is also distinctive because this emerging community is 
self-organised and distinctively engaged in the context of the urban youth’s reliance 
on the digital communication platforms.  
The first section details the background of the food safety issue and the 
ensuing lack of trust. By introducing the social movement, ‘Revert to the Country’, 
  129 
CSA in China has connections with traditional relationships between people and the 
land.  
The second section introduces the research method I have used, of participant 
observation over a period of one month. The interview participants provide nuances 
and insights about the One Child Generation’s urban farmers community 
engagement and practice. The final section concludes with major findings and argues 
that the lack of trust enacts self-organising food communities to take form.  
Youth community practice is examined via four themes in keeping with the 
research focus. There are four main themes in the findings: motivation, current 
activities taking new forms of self-organised communities, digital media tools and 
the future scenario. The third theme illustrates the dynamics and functions of the 
digital communication tools. The fourth theme examines the barriers of urban 
farmers’ communities and implications in the future. The supporting role of the 
media and communication technology is embedded in these aspects. The section 
argues that the emergence of young urban farmers and their markets have social-
economic effects in the emergence of social entrepreneurship and community 
establishment in order to ensure the security.  
 
1. Background 
1.1	Distrusted	city,	distrusted	farm	
In 2013, a dissident Chinese artist Ai Weiwei used 1,815 tins of milk powder to 
make a giant map of China. This installation, titled ‘Baby Formula’ addressed a 
surge in demand for foreign milk products in China sparked by fears over the safety 
of domestic milk powder. The Chinese food safety and environmental scandals were 
placed in the spotlight. The alarming news of the 2008 melamine-tainted baby milk 
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formula scandal disturbed metropolitan residents. The melamine-tainted baby milk 
formula scandal resulted in the official death of six infants with more than 300,000 
others falling ill (LaFraniere, New York Time, 2011). As a consequence, Chinese 
buyers and unofficial exporters rushed to purchase milk powder produced outside of 
China. Mainland Chinese tourists have travelled to Hong Kong or further abroad to 
America, Europe and Australia to buy cans of infant milk powder in bulk. The 
purchases of Mainland Chinese affected the availability of milk powder in Hong 
Kong to such an extent that legislation has recently been introduced to restrict the 
quantity of the Mainland Chinese purchases. Since March 2012, travellers leaving 
Hong Kong with more than 1.8 kilograms of formula risk fines of 500,000 HK 
dollars (US$64,000) and sentences of up to two years. (China Daily, 2013) When 
people are boarding their flights at Hong Kong’s Chek Lap Kok International 
Airport, as well as the flight information, they will hear a repeated warming 
announcement regards to milk power purchases restrictions.  
As well as the melamine-injected milk scandal, people in China have 
experienced numerous food scandals including bacteria-infected vegetables, 
pollution-poisoned fish and even cooking oil recycled from sewage (Yu, 2014, The 
New York Times). Frequently, Chinese and foreign mainstream media have drawn 
attention to serious violations of food safety. Shocking food fakery news is circulated 
on both the mass media and social media every day. Therefore this chapter looks at 
the One Child Generation’s bottom-up participation of self-organising urban farmers 
markets and community-supported agriculture (CSA) community. The Chinese case 
is significant in terms of how it leads to the emergence of environmentally concerned 
youth communities to bring about change.  
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Meanwhile, in parallel with global trends of more ethical consumption, many 
urban Chinese are exposed to new ideas and concepts, including environmentally 
friendly lifestyles. Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) originated in Japan and 
Europe in 1971 according to Charles (2012, p.75). Known as ‘Teikei’ in Japanese, it 
means a warm relationship between people by joining hands, CSA is fundamentally 
in opposition to the market driven economy and is anti-capitalist (Charles, 2012). As 
a grassroots movement, according to Charles REF(p.75)., ‘consumers join a CSA and 
become members; they enter into some form of partnership arrangement with food 
producers and offer a level of commitment that represents more than an economic 
transaction’, CSA is now practiced around the world and it is a model that has 
worked globally in America, Europe, East Asia, UK, North America, Australia and 
New Zealand.  
A lack of societal trust is accelerating the development of CSA in China as a 
major local element. Self-organising food communities represent the emergence of 
public concern over food safety and environmental problems. Food safety issues are 
more relevant to the everyday experiences and security of the larger population. It 
appeals emotionally to the public on the levels of moral sense of health and trust. 
Moreover, there is distrust of government certification, because of the widespread 
fakery culture (Yan, 2012). Pollution problems in China and the use of agrichemicals 
make organic certification controversial. Soil is degraded, water is polluted and 
agrichemical residue is found in food products. Government certified organic labels 
lack accountability and transparency (Yan, 2011). According to Yan, China’s official 
green and organic standards are convoluted and poorly understood by consumers. 
For instance, dairy products providers in the milk scandals are both state owned 
enterprises. On the other hand, gaining certification is complicated and expensive, 
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and is undergone mostly by larger corporate farms. Many small-scale organic 
businesses are marginalised in the market because they are not able to afford the 
payment to obtain government certified organic status.  
Risk in turn is linked to consumer culture and a distrust of government 
regulations. A great deal of food is chemically processed and contaminated by cheap 
additives to fulfil market demand and money-driven greed. A macro-level analysis of 
the food safety issue tends to show a breakdown in political and legislative factors. 
Unethical entrepreneurs within food industries take advantage of a weak legal 
system.  
Another risk lies in threats to traditional culture and social relations. In 1931 
the writer Pearl Buck spoke of the Chinese people’s traditional ethical and spiritual 
connection to the land, known as xiang tu qing jie. In this understanding the 
relationship with and devotion to the home and land can be traced to the traditional 
belief that the earth is permanent compared to the fleeting lives and fortunes of 
human beings. Chinese culture value traits of frugality, hard work and modesty are 
associated with the respectful relations with the land and nature. This is also a 
fundamental and often universal idea. A connection to the land is associated with 
moral piety, good sense, respect for nature, and a strong work ethic, while alienation 
from the land is associated with decadence and is corruption.  
The Chinese sociologist Fei Xiaotong conducted empirical study in the rural 
place to interpret Chinese society. As one of the founders of anthropology and 
sociology in China, his book From the Soil: The Foundations of Chinese Society 
(xiang tu zhong guo) (1948) has interpreted the distinctiveness of how the moral and 
ethical character of Chinese people originates from the traditional rural social 
relations.  
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Although farmers have the most intimate relations with land, their social 
status is cyclical in Chinese history. During the feudal society (1122 BC-1840), 
beginning with the Chou and Chin Dynasties, which lasted about 3,000 years, 
farmers were positioned at the bottom of the social hierarchy. According to Mao 
(1939), the principal contradiction in feudal society was between the peasantry and 
the landlord class. The extreme poverty and backwardness of the peasants resulting 
from ruthless landlord exploitation and oppression is a basic reason for why Chinese 
society remained at the same stage of socio-economic development for several 
thousand years. The Chinese suffered poverty, hardship of famine and war, and were 
then unified by the Chinese Communist Party during a process of class struggles in 
the evolutionary period. As is written in the Chinese national anthem, the peasants 
eventually ‘stood up and become the masters of the country’, transforming to become 
the honourable class of ‘peasants, workers and solders’ since 1949. This is the reason 
Mao Zedong sent students to do farming work as part of the re-education movement 
in 1950s.  
However, the process of urbanisation and industrialisation in contemporary 
China has signalled a break with the land. Farmers have low social status because 
they are associated with a rural underdeveloped economy and lack education, possess 
low technological skills as well as suffering from poverty. ‘The traditional 
disparaging attitude towards peasants, labourers, and manual workers re-emerged in 
post-Mao China.’ (Yu, 2012, p.41) Since the economic reform, catching up 
modernisation and a ‘being business owner’ became desirable. People are not willing 
to be farmers, especially the young. Young people do not want to work as farmers 
and do not have their devotion to the land. Their desirable life is in the city (Rozelle, 
1999). As a consequence, rural areas are made up mostly of the elderly left behind in 
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the mass exodus of migrant workers to gain higher-paying jobs in industrial cities 
(Rozelle, 1999). Rapid urbanisation has destroyed traditional communities. As Shang 
et al. (2012, p.2) points out, 
‘Many traditional social maintenance structures have subsequently come under 
stress; people have been forced to acquire new skills in order to survive in a 
changing urban landscape and to develop strategies to seek out jobs, housing 
preferences and possessions’. 
 
1.2	Global 	versus	local	
Burgeoning farmers markets and the CSA community are a global phenomenon and 
are currently flourishing in cities around the world. Recent decades have seen a trend 
in the localisation of agriculture, with more small, often biodynamic farms, urban 
horticulture, school gardening, and a wave of local farmers markets (Rebecca, 2013). 
Whatmore and Thorne (1997, p. 289) define CSA and urban farmers market as a part 
of sustainable food system: 
‘Social and environmental configurations of agro-food production and 
consumption that coexist with those of industrial food corporations but which in 
some way counter, or resist, their institutional values or practices’.  
 
Internationally, the development of CSA is a grassroots social movement providing a 
warm relationship between people by creating producer-consumer organic food 
partnerships (Charles, 2012). Sharing this commitment, CSA and farmers markets 
have developed as a collaborative effort between producers, government agencies, 
and NGO’s in many globally locations such as in United States, UK, Europe, New 
Zealand and Australia. The phenomenon has also spread to other East Asian 
countries and regions, especially to Japan, South Korean, Taiwan and Hong Kong 
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(Charles, 2012). According to USDAi the phenomenon of farmers markets has grown 
exponentially. By 2011, 7,175 farmers markets were operating in the US. The 
number of Community Supported Agriculture farms has also grown from the first 
appearance of one in the U.S. in 1985 to over 1,000 in 1999 (Lyson and Guptill, 
2004). San Francisco is one of the leading cities for farmers markets in United States, 
with approximately 20 markets in the heart of the city and 200 in the greater San 
Francisco region. Farmers markets are a rebirth of the old culture of market fairs, 
where local farmers could bypass the middleman and sell directly to their customers. 
With the global trends, other educational factors like city support and advocates of 
the International NGOs could make more people practicing and adopting organic 
lives.  
Locally, the development of the Chinese CSA and urban farmers market 
concerning the local social issues of food safety and the shortage of youth in rural 
demographics but produces a diversity of form and scale. Guobin Yang and Craig 
Calhoun (2007) have argued that food safety issue is a middle-class social movement 
in Chinese context. It threatens traditional food culture, as well as public health 
where food related illnesses affect the youth segments of the Chinese population. The 
unbalanced distribution of rural-urban demographics in China is a social 
consequence of ongoing urbanisation, namely, there is a shortage of the young 
generation farming in rural areas. With huge waves of urban migration, the younger 
generations are abandoning the hard and thankless effort of cultivation in their 
villages and heading for city life. According to Lu (2010), the food system in China 
including food production, energy supply, transformation infrastructure and financial 
services are not susceptible to the trend of open collaboration in Chinese agriculture 
development reflected in this case study.  
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2. Approach 
This case study looks at three representative communities: Shanghai Nonghao 
Farmers Market and Beijing Farmers Market as well as CSA Shared Harvest. Each 
urban farmers market is driven by the rise of small organic farms and urban farmers, 
environmental advocates and social enterprises. People involved in farming and 
farmers markets rely on SNSs to carry on their work.  
 
In order to investigate how and why the One Child Generation has embraced the 
social media platforms to restore ‘trust’ through self-organised organic farmers 
market community, I conduct in-depth interviews and participant observation to get 
insight within the communities. I visited Shanghai Nonghao Farmers Market three 
times at Daxue Road, Yangpu District, as well as Beijing Farmers Market during my 
fieldwork in July 2013. I conducted interviews with 27 participants including CSA 
members, food activists, and founders of the market, urban farmers, organic farmers 
markets’ consumers and organisers. 6 of whom were currently involved in CSA 
communities, 21 had been following urban agriculture for more than 1 year. The 
purpose of the interview was to gain an understanding of their motivations, 
experiences, and difficulties and learning processes with regards to CSA and urban 
farmers market. Also, I investigated how the digital communication technology helps 
to build self-organised communities and transfer knowledge of urban agriculture. I 
used in-depth interviews and document analysis to complement this case study.  The 
questions asked were designed to address the following key aspects: 
 The motivation to be involved in urban farmers and CSA communities; why 
and how the participant becomes involved in urban farmers community and 
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CSA communities; what are their ‘Chinese Dream’? What has influenced 
them to take actions? 
 The most challenging aspect to CSA communities and urban farmers 
markets? 
 The most effective way to used social media to carry on the activities? How 
do you use social media and its effect? What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of using different digital media platforms? 
 How do you see these urban farmers’ communities in the future? How do the 
communities sustain in the future? 
Table 3: Interview participants 
Participant Age Role Location  Institution 
P1: Chen 
Tengkui 
P2:Yan Lulu 
P3: Zhang Yi 
32 
 
33 
25 
Founder and organiser of Shanghai 
Nonghao Farmers Market; 
Beijing farmers Market organiser; 
Beijing farmers Market organiser 
Shanghai 
 
 
Beijing 
 
Beijing 
Shanghai 
Nonghao 
Farmers Market 
 
Beijing Farmers 
Market 
 
P4: Yang Jia 
P5: Fang qi 
P6:Chen Chen 
 
26 
34 
30 
Urban Farmer in Shanghai 
Urban Farmer in Shanghai 
Urban Farmer in Shanghai 
Shanghai/ 
Shanghai 
outer suburb 
Chongming 
island 
Dream Farmers 
(mengtian 
nongzhuang) 
Xiyuan Farm 
Rice Happy 
Farm 
P7:Wang Xu 
P8: Le Fang 
17 
18 
Volunteer in Shanghai Nonghao 
Farmers Market 
Shanghai  College students 
P9:Cui 
Xiaoyun 
P10: Xie 
Weitong 
19 
 
18 
Regular customer of Shanghai 
Nonghao Farmers Market 
Shanghai  
P11: Zhang 
Hui 
P12: Chen 
Xiang 
P13: Meng 
Zihua 
P14: Zhuang 
Qianyi 
P15: Yan 
Hong 
28-32 Beijing Farmers market vendor  Beijing 
outer 
suburb  
Little Donkey 
Farm  
 
Fangjia Farm 
 
Sunlin Farm 
De Run Wu 
 
Phoenix 
Commune 
P16: Guan Fu 
P17: Cui 
Chengzi 
28 
23 
Workers of urban farm Beijing outer 
suburb 
Lohas Farm 
P18:Shi Yan 30 CSA members/ CSA Shared 
Harvest founder 
Beijing outer 
suburb 
Shared Harvest 
P19: Wang 
Yong 
21-30 CSA members (full time farmers) Beijing outer 
suburb  
Shared Harvest 
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P 20: Xi Chen 
P21: Zhang Yi 
P22: Du Fang 
P23: Liang 
Yin 
Table 3: Interview participants 
 
By constantly comparing the responses of each interview participant, I could begin to 
arrange the community participants into three groups, key founders and organisers of 
the community, urban farmers and CSA members, and customers, characterised as 
those create a self-organising community, and who relied on and, and those who 
benefit and wanting to get into the community.  
It is notable that the case might not provide comprehensive data. In addition 
to interviews, secondary data provides more information to support my investigation 
into how the bottom-up urban youth communities initiate CSA practices in China. 
Both Chinese and foreign media have provided data and background information on 
rapid urbanisation. News articles cover food safety issues, the emergence of urban 
farmers, and ‘the Revert to Country Movement’.  
 
3. Findings  
The following subsections describe the themes identified from the interviews 
involved in the organic farmers market and CSA communities in China, supported by 
data collected form the face-to-face interviews and the participant observation with 
the key stakeholders of CSA communities and organic farmers market. The findings 
are illustrated as motivations, current trends, digital communication, and future 
development. Digital media tools for communication and connections are crucial to 
social enterprises everyday operations and the trust building in communities. 
Motivations of urban farmers, customers and CSA communities members are 
directly associated with the social problem of the food safety, therefore self-reliance 
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communities, social enterprises and connections and communication provide self-
help to increase the security. Digital communication is embedded in the motivations; 
current activities of the growing trend of urban farmers market, and community 
building of CSA and their future development.  
 
3.1	Motivations 		
3.1.1.	Motivations 	and	the	social 	movement	
The findings of motivations to become urban farmers are classified into 4 categories 
from the interviews of the urban farmers: food safety and environmental concerns, 
healthy food culture enthusiastic, social enterprises’ opportunity, and East Asian 
connection, In the process of data collection and analysis, when talking about how 
the One Child Generation became involved in urban farming, the most common 
response of interview participants concerned family members food safety directly as 
a motivation. The great majority claimed they are able to eat and trade less tainted 
food. The second largest motivation included the participants initial knowledge of 
agriculture. Sixty percent of them majored in agriculture at University, twenty 
percent of them are used to work for Japanese organic agriculture companies. Fifty 
percent have fond memories and childhood experiences of farming with family. 
Some of them have resources of land. Yet few regard urban farming as a potential 
business with a viable market.  
Environmental concern is a major aspect. 30 years old P4 (Chen Shuaijun) 
was previously a banker, which is regarded as stable career, embodying the success 
and wealth of China’s new generation. He and his wife have devoted themselves to 
urban agriculture for more than two years. They rented eight acres on Chongming 
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Island on the outskirts of north-east Shanghai. The biggest attraction for them was 
food safety. Chen’s ‘Chinese dream’ is about ‘knowing exactly where food comes 
from and what goes into it.’ He spent his childhood lugging heavy buckets of water 
by shoulder to water his parent’s fields. This lends a touch of nostalgia to his efforts. 
Chen thought he had a more realistic view of country life. Chen Shuaijun explained 
that farming runs in his family going back at least seven generations, including his 
parents. Chen was the first in his family to go to college. He majored in computer 
science, got married and began climbing the ladder in Shanghai’s banking industry. 
He said his wife is the key reason they are motivated to be urban farmers. This is 
noted by his wife’s motivation to be an urban farmer,  
‘I grew up in the city but became tired of the smoggy air, the unnaturally green 
and almost tasteless supermarket broccoli and the fast-paced, high-pressure life 
in a cubicle. To me and my husband and a growing number of Chinese 
generations, the countryside represented a simpler dream of life’.  
Urban farmer and founder of Sunlin Farm Ms. Xu is 32 years old One Child 
Generation. She revealed,  
‘Becoming new urban farmer is my own idea. I value a lifestyle that is close to 
nature, caring for the environment, people, and the future’.  
 
The rediscovery of the food culture tradition together with the trend of health food is 
a reason for the food culture enthusiastic to source quality food. Participating in the 
CSA creates a space for personal learning and transformation. In the semi-structured 
interviews with Shared Harvest members, P24 stated her motivation, 
‘I had two years overseas studying experience in UK. I am very into food 
culture and cooking. My dream is to open a healthy food restaurant. For 
cookery, the quality of the food materials is the key but majority of the food 
products in the market fail to my organic standard. I found the food tasted worse 
  141 
and worse year-by-year because of the industrialisation of the food chain. I still 
had memories of how good the food tasted when in my childhood when there is 
not much mass production. I miss the natural taste of food in my childhood. I 
believe joining Shared Harvest can change it, as well as help me to develop my 
future career’ (Interviewed with author, 2013). 
 
Urban farmers are a new professional category in China. Many of these urban 
farmers have transformed from other urban professions to urban farmer. Most of the 
participants are a group of young urban professionals who have begun to reverse the 
flow of migration by returning to their countryside hometown to redevelop organic 
agriculture. In relation to genders, female and males are equally represented. Some of 
them are couples and are family-scale producers. They bring non-agricultural skills 
and knowledge with them. Some have given up high-paying salaries in the city and 
are applying their business and Internet savvy to once-abandoned properties. They 
are trying to educate urban dwellers about concepts such as eating local and 
sustainability. They are spearheading a fledgling green living movement that has 
become been a global trend but is also rooted in Chinese traditional culture and self-
sufficient natural economy.  
P 16, 17, 11 indicated, ‘I had a new-born baby last year. I would like to 
provide the natural and unpolluted food for her.’  
From the consumer’s perspective, motivations are dominated by trigger of the 
serious pollution and food safety issues as well as the general social distrust and 
social inequity in a macro perspective.  
‘We all know the food safety issues are so enormous here (in Beijing). We 
concern about our own health. The consequence of the everyday food safety 
threat is that we have high risk to have cancer one day. And, I feel panic when 
there are so many shocking food scandals on the news from newspaper and 
television, and the Internet every day. Personally, I cannot trust the food in 
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supermarket even these ones have the certifications. We don’t have guanxi to 
get tegong supply. But I can trust my own eyes. I taste the food in this urban 
farmers markets, as the food here taste like the ones I had in my childhood when 
there was not much industrialized and manufactory processed food’.  
The general public has a constant awareness of the normalisation of corruption in 
China. Scandals include state-owned companies bribing for the food safety 
certification, the special supply of organic food to the government officials (tegong), 
in which the cleanest, safest products are largely channeled to the rich and politically 
connected.  The self-organised food community has the potential to challenge social 
and economic inequality and to support an agenda for social change. 
The ‘The Revert to Country Movement’ is mentioned by P1, P10 in their 
interviews. The case study takes place against the backdrop of the ‘Revert to Country 
Movement’, where a small number of urban dwellers have decided to make a reverse 
migration (Wang, 2013). Their transformation in lifestyle and business cooperation 
to build an urban agriculture community has resulted in what is called the ‘Revert to 
Country Movement’ (fanxiang yundong). The insecurity of social distrust and food 
hazard, namely ‘the risk society in China’ has motivated young people to go back to 
the land, taking on urban agriculture as a social enterprise. The motivations are 
cultural and social emergence. The uniqueness of the Chinese case is that the primary 
motivation is directly related to the food safety issues as actions of building the urban 
farmers communities, which are regarded as a way of self-help. These social 
movements are aimed at addressing three issues: food safety, ‘distrust’ and the 
shortage of youth in rural demographics. Woven into the fabric of China’s thriving 
industrial economy, urbanisation is taking its toll on China’s environment.  
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3.1.2.	The	rise	of	social 	entrepreneurship		
Social entrepreneurship is mentioned by many urban farmers, and as reflected by 
P10, P14, they are motivated both by social goals and the economic benefits. The 
emphasis is placed on the economic benefits of connecting consumers with local 
producers. The social issue of the food safety offers new opportunities for social 
entrepreneurship. China has high degree of entrepreneurship and a huge market, the 
One Child Generation has associated with the start-up culture of entrepreneurship 
development (chuangye) with the new field of urban agriculture. The activity level of 
young  entrepreneurs is high in China.  The rise of a mass start-up culture has created 
the new buzzword chuangye which literally means people who  invent or create 
innovative business. According to a report issued by Tsinghua University (2013) on 
youth entrepreneurship, China ranks 22nd among 70 countries and regions surveyed. 
 In China, a majority of chuangye are young people who are born after 1980. Over 30 
percent of those who were born after 1990 say they want to start a business in three 
years, and that they are not afraid of failure. According to the report (2013), it also 
shows that young entrepreneurs are more likely to generate jobs.  
Together with the market potential, megacities like Shanghai and Beijing, 
have a population in excess of 24 million inhabitants. Ethical consumption is 
increasingly becoming popular, especially among the younger generations in the 
urban setting due to global trade and lifestyle. Based on the interviews of P6-P10, the 
concern for food safety is increasing across all demographics regardless of income 
and age, particularly including young parents and grandparents who are concerned 
about infant food safety. They are likely to buy directly from the producers. The 
customers in this group usually do not have high incomes, but they have trust and 
willing to pay more for organic food in the market directly from the small-scale 
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urban farmers rather than the organic food in the supermarket. This expanding target 
market gives opportunity to the urban farmers. China’s domestic market in organic 
products began developing in the mid-2000s and the market has been growing 
rapidly (Organic Food Products in China, 2011). This expanding market gives 
opportunity to the urban farmers’ community of Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA), small scale of organic farms and urban farmers. 
Social entrepreneurship has especially appealed to the young generation who 
seek employment and wish to develop their own business later and have thoughts of 
changing the social problems. As many participants view urban farming as an agent 
of social change, they have strong ideals and desired to contribute to a larger social 
cause meanwhile retaining an income-producing job, which forges a new 
understanding of the meaning of social entrepreneurship. 
Shi Yan, Chen Tongkui and many urban farmers’ motivations represent the 
new aspiration of the One Child Generation to live in an unpolluted environment and 
eat trustworthy untainted food. This reflects the new identity of post 80s generation. 
They are independent thinkers and take actions to change the reality. They represent 
food activists tackling food safety issues as well as providing leadership in social 
entrepreneurship. Competency of entrepreneurship and social networks, food safety 
mission, professional knowledge and familiarity with the Internet technology are the 
central distinguishing features of this group. Social enterprises, in spite of the 
business functions, have an entrepreneurial function of contributing to market 
activities but also cover a broad range of environmental education and promote new 
moral visions and practices.  
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3.1.3.	East	Asia	influence	and	the	rediscovery	the	traditional 	
roots 		
Tracing the origin of the development of urban farmers community in China, one of 
the founders of Shanghai Nonghao organic farmers market, 32 year old P1 (Chen 
Tongkui), explained the origin. When he was a journalist with Southern Weekly, he 
visited and reported the ‘Revert to Country Movement’ and agriculture communities 
in Taiwan. This experience inspired him to devote himself to initiate the Shanghai 
farmers market and community. He commented that activists and organisations in 
Taiwan underwent a similar period of distrust in the 90s. Social movements in 
Taiwan had helped to build a more sustainable system. Sustainable agriculture has 
been applied to everyday life of citizens in Taipei now. As he indicated, 
‘It is an experience about learning from others to solve the urgent local problem 
of food safety. In Shanghai, the farmers’ market community is attempted to 
catch up by following the Taiwanese model, as a result of increasing frequency 
of exchange between Taiwanese green communities and Mainland Chinese 
green advocates. The Taiwan movement makes us to trace back into our own 
culture to understand and practice sustainability’.  
 
Young people are rediscovering their ancient roots when they learn the model of 
CSA from outside. Hong Kong and Taiwanese organisations bring in resources and 
enable the local NGO’s. Taiwan’s injection of practical organic business and social 
knowledge fits the gap that is lacking in the urban agriculture experience in China. 
Beside the institutional impact, the new social value has reach to individuals as a 
human capital invested for the future and make deep and long-term social impact. 
According to P18, the small-scale organic farming is the returning and re-discovery 
of the traditional way of a self-sufficient natural economy predominated in Chinese 
history.  
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One of the interview participants stated that Chinese organic agriculture is 
based on traditional sustainable farming practices that existed thousands of years 
ago. In China, for example, records of sustainable farming dating back 4,000 years 
mention several organic practices including crop rotation, composting and diversified 
production (King, 1911). In Chinese philosophy, the tradition of harmony of people 
with nature (tian ren he yi) is the pillar behind the emergence of urban agriculture.  
It was evident from the CSA founders in Shanghai that the development of 
CSA is influenced by practices in Taiwan, Korea, Japan and Hong Kong. The 
Taiwanese Green Agricultural (you shan nong ye), Hong Kong NGO called 
Partnerships for Community Development (PCD) and the Taiwanese Revert to 
Country Movement had held educational exchange, networking, and promoting the 
social movement of ‘reverse to the country’ both online and offline. 
China has a very rich heritage of traditional sustainable farming and sharing a 
life philosophy that resonates with people, relationship and nature, which correspond 
with inner human values. Traditions are contradicted with the process of 
industrialisation.  The global flow of the sustainable food ways has made people seek 
lost traditions. The majority of employees and farmers believe what they are doing is 
rooted in Asian philosophy and nature, which is the traditional idea of nature and 
people becoming one (tian ren he yi). As frequently mentioned by most interview 
participants, their motivation reflects their dream to pursue healthy eating, clean 
water and air; living in the ideal of the garden lifestyle as depicted in traditional 
Chinese philosophy.  
This is a middle-class social movement, which is also underpinned by 
traditional values and philosophy. Wang Yangming 1472-1529) was a Ming dynasty 
Neo-Confucianism philosopher who initiated the School of Yangming. He injected 
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Buddhist ideas into Confucianism. Wang is probably best known for his emphasis on 
the simultaneity of the two functions of knowledge and action, called (zhixing heyi). 
Yangming’s Neo-Confucianism has influences Chinese modern educator, 
communities building and Japanese Zen School and other East Asia culture (Fang, 
2014). Several urban farm founders and volunteers referred to how Wang’s 
philosophy guided them into their involvement with urban agriculture. According to 
them, 
‘We are a group of people who are sensitive to the harming side of the industrial 
society. Our land and traditional culture is under threatened. I found the loss of 
meaning in the Wang Yangming’s adaptive pursuit of harmony and being a sage 
in times of crisis has a modern application…we have to return to ourselves and 
our community to seek a solution. That’s how I interpreted the meaning of 
unifying two functions of knowledge and action’.  
What the interviewee is saying is that the revival of the belief of reverence for nature 
is responsible for people’s inner goodness, as well as for increasing belief in the 
essence of Chinese learning (guo xue). Many activists have beliefs that in Wang 
Yangming’s principal of taking actions to fulfil their self-cultivation and re-establish 
self-organizing communities to rebuild trust.  
China is not the only country to have faced environmental and food safety 
issue. So why did urban farmers community developed in China particular? Local 
social and cultural context is an important factor. Four factors seem relevant. First, 
the general public have shared many of the food safety concerns both online and 
offline. Second, the distrust of the government and the distrust of the certification 
system of standards have driven the self-organised social and economic activities. As 
interest in organic products grows, China offers a large and potential market and 
spirit of the entrepreneurship. Third, in particular the community is to attract young 
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participants underlying philosophies’ of adopting ecological lifestyle. Fourth, the rise 
of the digital communication provides support. 
 
3. 2 Current activities  
3.2.1.	The	pioneer	of	CSA	
Shared Harvest is the first CSA in China. P 20 (Shi Yan), the founder of Shared 
Harvest. Shared Harvest is a non-profit, service-oriented social enterprise established 
in 2012 by a group of young people who promote ecological agriculture sustainable 
life in suburban Beijing. Shi is a 30-year-old post doctorate graduate from Qinghua 
University. She is a city-bred agricultural scientist from Baoding, Hebei province. 
She calls herself a ‘new farmer’. She came back from six months internship at the 
Earthrise Farm in Minnesota in 2008 and her first project, initiated with her graduate 
program supervisor Wen Tiejun from Renmin University of China, is Dondon Farm 
in Western Beijing. It made its name as a rented plot of land that hires farmers and 
promises clean, natural produce for customers who order and pay in advance. With 
her husband, she current lives, works and has her research base at Mafang village 
where she has 40 pigs, 2,000 chickens, 30 geese and three farms. Her husband works 
with her and 25 young colleagues who affectionately call her ‘boss’ of Shared 
Harvest. Shi Yan believes, 
‘CSA will bridge the city and the countryside, so that consumers are more 
invested and share the risks as well as the rewards of farming, while farmers 
have a bigger incentive to keep the environment functioning properly’. 
Shi Yan and her team of 25 co-workers work for Community-Supported-Agriculture 
(CSA). The average age of the team members are 25 years old, including one PhD 
candidate and one post doctorate in agriculture. Shared Harvest is a public interest, 
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service-oriented social enterprise started by a group of young people in Mafang 
Village of Eastern Beijing in May 2012. Led by Shi, many new young farms with 
overseas studying experience have adopted CSA to cooperate with the local farmers 
in Beijing producing local, seasonal and organically grown vegetables and other food 
products.  
‘We invite urban citizens to become our members connecting with the people 
who grow the food for them, getting back to the earth and the nature. In 2013, 
we develop our production scale from one to two farms, located in Tongzhou 
and Shunyi District. They also expand our products to farmer’s market, local 
restaurants, schools, and organisations interested in purchasing directly from 
them’ (Interviewed with author, 2013). 
 
 
Figure 2: Shi Yan and her CSA team, Courtesy: Chinadaily.com.cn. 2012 
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Figure 3: Local farmers at Shared Harvest, Courtesy: Chinadaily.com.cn. 2012 
 
This offers local farmers an innovative business model that gives them insurance 
against fluctuating prices brought on by inclement weather, unpredictable harvests 
and natural disaster. According to Shi, the mission of reconnecting with the earth is 
one of the most basic ways people can support their bodies to heal and stay healthy, 
and their goal is to build up the close and harmonious relationship between people 
and the nature. Shared Harvest’s slogan stands for: Real food, Real farmer, Real 
community (Shared Harvest official website, 2013). The business model is prepared 
to pay a premium for the assurance that farmers are able to obtain fair prices for their 
high-quality products, and consumers can put a face to the food on their table.  
‘CSA may provide what urbanites need. People can trust it because you can 
always find the producer or farmer and voice any concern directly. When a 
farmer is paid in advance, he takes care about the quality. When consumers 
commit to a membership, there is trust’. (Interviewed with author, 2013) 
 
Urban youth are joining the growing number of people who have decamped to rural 
China. Although they have various backgrounds, the generation under 35 years old 
take an active role in CSA building: they include environmental activists, journalists, 
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lawyers, social entrepreneurs and intellectuals. Many are young parents who have 
newborn babies, although of varied age and demographic background. Among these 
young people are overseas returnees. According to governmental statistics, in the 20 
years between 1990 and 2009 about 500,000 young people who studied or worked 
abroad returned to China. During their stay abroad, they were exposed to western 
lifestyles, including knowledge of organic food. A number of returnees now play an 
important role in Chinese national economic and technical development as most of 
them are in managerial or high-level positions in public and private organisations, 
spread out among the country’s major urban centres. 
Their demographic is relatively high educated, agriculture professional 
related or experts. Some young parents have a newborn baby, and have families 
evolved in farming outskirt of the big cities. In my fieldwork, young parents are 
increasingly concerned about nutritional value and pesticides in food regardless their 
income.  
	
3.2.2.	The	growing	trend	of	organic	farmers 	markets 		
As a response to the recent concerns on food safety issue, the emergence of the urban 
farmers market in China is aiding in the development of sustainable food ways. Key 
players in the community are social entrepreneurs (urban farm founders and owners), 
volunteers, urban farmers, consumers, and the public. These communities are 
characterised as ecologically sustainable, socially equitable and economically 
resilient. They promote alternative values. Their prime goal is to provide a solution 
for food safety but many such communities promote activism against pollution and 
food fakery. More than pursuing profit, the members of these communities are 
concerned with health and environmental repair. The urban farmers markets are 
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involved in promoting recycling, eco-friendly packaging, and eating healthy people 
share life together. 
Nonghao Farmers Market was launched by a group of volunteers, urban 
farmers and Shanghai consumers who were interested in supporting sustainable 
agriculture and rural-urban mutual aid. The online forums and blogs provided a 
virtual space for environmental activists to communicate their anger and 
dissatisfaction with food safety issues. Later they launched the first farmers Market 
in Shanghai since September 2010. Here they support small-scale farmers to provide 
and produce fresh, reasonable priced organic food. It is directly accessible for 
Shanghai’s urban population. The urban farmers refuse to use chemical fertilizers or 
pesticides on their products. Some have become environmental protection volunteers 
for particular green organisations, to bring their products into new communities in 
order to promote this brand of environmentally friendly agriculture. 
The Country Fair Beijing Farmers Market, previously called Little Donkey 
Farmers Market has developed out of a need to connect Beijing’s organic and urban 
farmers with the city’s consumers. The event has modelled after farmers markets like 
those in Canada or the US, working as a platform for consumers to engage directly 
with the people who feed them, and for farmers to practice direct marketing. 
According to the founder and the organiser of Beijing Organic Farmers’ Market, 
foreign expats artists initiated the market. It gradually developed as a local 
organisation for local and global consumers. Compared with Shanghai’s monthly 
schedule, Beijing’s farmers market has more commercial success with a larger scale, 
holding events every week. Beijing Organic farmers market has a broader variety of 
vendors in 2013 include local farmers: Little Donkey Farm, Fangjia Farm, Sunlin 
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Farm, De Run Wu, God’s Grace Garden, Phoenix Commune; and distributor of 
local organic products: Ground Green Union, local French-style cheese maker Le 
Fromagerie de Pekin and environmentally-friendly goods and environmental 
education like Hanhaisha and Shoutu Yifang. 
The great majority claimed three major purposes of the development of urban 
farmers market. First, the urban famers’ market’s objective is to provide direct 
supply and partnership between the producer and customers. In other word, it aims to 
attract consumers to join a CSA and become members. Second, the markets help the 
networks and connection among the producers themselves. In the community, the 
urban farmers share knowledge and experience of urban agriculture. Urban farmers 
are able to share experience or collaborate with others community members. Third, it 
has educational purpose for the public to promote the notion of sustainability life 
style and food culture of eat local. The farmers market is also a network that attracts 
new urban farmers to join the community, therefore it become the cradle of social 
enterprises that have interest in urban agriculture.  
According to P1-P3, another objective of urban farmers market is to increase 
consumers’ understanding of urban food system. Most customers have strong interest 
due to the food safety issues; however, they don’t understand the consumer and 
producer co-operation model of CSA.  Therefore, the communication between the 
producers and customers are important. The platforms are the market and the 
Internet. In the farmers market, the vendors inform the customers’ about their 
philosophy and what is the membership, as they need to make them understand 
consumer need to join a CSA and become members. They enter into some form of 
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partnership arrangement with the food producer and offer a level of commitment that 
represents more than an economic transaction.  
 
 
Panel 5.1: Membership and delivery model of CSA Shanfendi Organic Farm. The poster at 
Beijing Farmers Market called for signing up the CSA membership. The CSA pricing model 
incorporates delivery services. The price model is a production and marketing model 
whereby consumers buy shares of a farm’s harvest in advance. Consumers become CSA 
members by paying an agreed amount at the beginning of the growing season, either in one 
lump sum or in instalments. The annual cost, generally ranging from 1000RMB, depends on 
the length of the harvest season and the variety and quantity of products provided. This 
upfront payment helps organic urban farmers buy the seed and other inputs needed for the 
season and provides the farmer an immediate income to begin the season. By paying at the 
beginning of the season, CSA members share in the risk of production and relieve the farmer 
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of much of the time needed for marketing. This allows the farmer to concentrate on good 
land stewardship and growing high quality food. In return for their membership fee, 
consumers receive a variety of freshly picked vegetables (usually organic) every week. Some 
CSAs also offer fruits, herbs, meats, eggs, dairy, cut flowers, and other products. Consumer-
members eat healthy, sustainably produced food and have the satisfaction of knowing where 
it came from and how it was grown. Many CSAs offer on-farm social and educational 
activities for members, further strengthening their connection to the land and with the 
farmers who feed them. Food shares will be delivered monthly 10kg box drops respectively 
to the urban farmers’ market Monthly payments will be due on the Monday prior to each 
delivery. Each box will include the usual variety of cuts based on availability, though the 
vendor will also endeavour to meet special requests where possible. The boxes will typically 
include Shanfendi Organic Farm’s own line of vegetable CSA, the number of kilos per 
month is guaranteed. 
	
3.2.3.	Relationships 	and	trust	in 	community	building 		
The community offers opportunities for social interaction by bringing people 
together or providing a focal point for community activities and volunteering 
opportunities. Urban farmers know each other in the community, the trust and 
friendship has grown through the participation in the urban farmer’s communities. 
This market has not only created a commercial market to buy safe and healthy food 
but also a platform and community for food culture education for the general public 
and agriculture knowledge sharing among the urban farmers. It not only functions for 
direct sales between customers and urban farmers who are growing organic food, but 
also provides networks which allow the urban farmers and potential urban farmers’ 
access to locally relevant knowledge on urban farming.  
The collective form of the urban farmers market and social function of the 
market are reflected both online and offline, which is evidenced by the majority of 
the interview participants. According to P 16-18, the physical market serves as face-
to-face social functions among the urban farms and shareholders. And, shareholders 
are connected collectively and collaborations also occur in the online world.  
‘I feel a sense of belonging in Country Fair Beijing Farmers Market. Within the 
community, there are many new organic business beginners like me. Business 
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like us is not competing to each other but linked to each other through digital 
platform Douban and weibo. We are helping each other. Because we have 
similar philosophy in living harmony with the nature and stay cooperative with 
people, we have made application of these values into our business. Sometime, 
we trade our organic food with each other after the market’. (Interview 
participant P5, P6) 
According to vendor participants P13-P17, they usually attracted new membership 
from the face-to-face communication in the market, where about 40% of the 
customers received the information and then approached them through the digital 
communication.  
 
Panel 5.1: The poster of Country Fair Beijing Farmers Market Map showed both the online 
and offline map and the QR codes of both Sina Weibo and Tencent WeChat. 
At the end of each market event in Shanghai, community members will 
organise a small seminar and forum to discuss their common problem and attend 
some social events to share interests and life together. It is a chance to meet and 
blend with other members of the community who have the same passion and beliefs. 
The adoption of ecological lifestyle is the driving force of the movement. ‘Warm and 
trustworthy relationship between people’ is also mentioned by majority of the 
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interview participants. An indispensable capital that has emerged from the urban 
farmers’ community is the importance of relationships especially when there is a lack 
of other resources. The consumer-producer partnership is not just a connection but a 
relationship. P3 and P6 stressed the importance of the consumer-producer 
relationships,  
‘I make friends with other vendors and some of my customers. Sometimes the 
customer prepaid me or paid me later through online banking later. It is 
something more than just money and trade. We share same purpose of quality of 
life, Enjoy good food, and trust each other. Although it is hard job to do this 
new business and I haven’t make lots of money. But it has brought happiness to 
me’. 
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Figure 4: Participant observation at the Country Fair Beijing Farmers' Market in 2013 
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Panel 5.2: The vendors and CSA farmers had a regular community gathering in Shanghai 
Farmers Market. When I participated in the urban farmers market on May 2013, I 
experienced a family like community atmosphere. Members from vendors, volunteers and 
customers read a poem aloud while customers were sharing the fresh handmade organic 
dumplings. A central message is that business can be practiced as a way of life. Urban 
farmers’ market communities had extended training, exchange organic farming knowledge, 
infrastructure and production development for the community members. Individual social 
entrepreneurship forms the collective associations of the community. 
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3.3 Digital communication tools  
The great majority of interview participants claimed that digital communication is 
crucial in organising their community building, networking and marketing for their 
social enterprises in the absence of government policy to support small-scale self-
organising urban agriculture in China. In the interviews, all 27 participants stated that 
the platforms of the new media are the most important factors. The implications of 
the digital media platforms in the farmers’ market case show the importance of the 
digital platforms from a media and communication perspective. The multiple 
platforms of blogs, microblogs, and mobile instant messaging apps are crucial to 
community networking and trust building. Beyond an informative function to 
promote environmental consciousness and addressing food safety problems, digital 
communication platforms have played a primary role in facilitating social 
entrepreneurship and facilitating social engagement through sharing new information 
and values. Trust is collectively produced via consumption and evaluation by grass-
rooted community members and monitored by digital communication with shared 
information and values.   
 
3.3.1.	Advantages 	of	the	digital	media	
The interview participants, especially those with limited urban farming experience, 
viewed the usefulness of existing digital resources and social networking sites. In the 
interviews, I asked participants what digital resources they used, and what made 
these resources useful to the participants. There was a mixture of digital 
communication platforms that have facilitated networks, marketing, sales, 
recruitment and control of the quality of the products. In one instance, P20 Shared 
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Harvest’s founder Shi tirelessly updates progress on the plots and posts reports on a 
WeChat Shared Harvest Account hybrid as well as her various social network 
accounts on Renren, WeChat (weixin), Douban, sharing everything from pictures on 
botany to the farms daily delights and woes, to quotes from Mother Teresa. This is 
all part of her routine. 
These echo the functions of digital platforms including the promotion of the 
organic farmers market, education, monitoring and empowerment. According to 
Yang Guobin and Calhoun C. (2011), the rise of digital media has engaged a broader 
public in new ways of environmental communicative action. Furthermore, the use of 
social media is accompanying offline activities; therefore, self-organised 
communities are able to build production and distribution, in contents and context. 
Given empowerment, the emerging small-scale business of urban farmers’ 
community is not only self-representative online but also partners internally and 
reaches externally. Despite the distances, all participants are connected online and at 
some degree this accelerates the offline communities. They collaborate with other 
NGO’s, organic food business virtually. Shanghai Nonghao farmers market Sina 
Weibo account (http://www.weibo.com/nonghaoma) has hyperlinked and connected 
about 10 urban farmers personal Weibo and other organic food business and 
communities, for example ‘Shanghai Caituan’6, ‘EcoBite China’ 
(http://site.douban.com/118552/) and their mini sites hosted on Douban 
(http://www.douban.com/group/188550/). They share common resources and 
information and the same mission to promote Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA). Therefore, individual activist, social enterprises and non-profit green 
organisations who shared the similar value and mission of environmental and food 
                                                            
6 Shanghai Caituan is a grassroots NGO to promote food culture, health and sustainability  
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safety concerns are utilised by the tools of social media.     This is clearly evidenced 
by my research and has been noted by previous research as well. Replacing 
traditional media, there are three major advantages of digital media. Firstly, digital 
communication has generated influential public opinion. It functions in circulating 
electronically-mediated green discourse and constructing communities, articulating 
environmental issues, and facilitating virtual and offline action. Digital 
communication technology facilitates an information society where the young 
generation of urban farmers can share information, experiment with new skills, and 
new ideas. Since 2010, Nonghao Farmers market’s Weibo account has published and 
shared British experience on urban farming. In an essay titled ‘Green Revolution in 
UK’, P1 Chen Tongkui described the cultural, community, ecological, and 
development of British farmers’ market development in order to encouraging 
consumers choices to support healthy, environmentally friendly agriculture 
consumption and anti-chemical pesticides, fertilizers, hormones and additives in the 
practical results of the small and medium-sized agricultural producers in the 
Shanghai local area. Second, digital communication is more economically produced 
and distributed increasing visibility cost-effectively. The social networking sites have 
the advantages of mass users’ broad reach, speed, interactivity and lower entry 
barriers.  
 
3.3.2.	Combination 	uses	of	the	social	media	platforms	and	their	
affordances	
After self-publishing a collection of personal stories and reports after each month’s 
farmers market, publicity materials are also produced and disseminated by the 
individuals who are involved in the organic farmers’ market community. Farmers 
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market used the tactic in publicising the ‘Return to the Country’ movement campaign 
through the hybrid of varied social media platforms consisted of Sina Blog, Sina 
Weibo, Douban, QQ Group, Tencent, and WeChat.  
Different SNS platforms have varied demographic and functions. Sina Blog 
and Sina Weibo are owned by one of the four biggest Chinese portal website SINA 
Corp, along with Tencent, 163.com, and Sohu. Established in 1998, Sina has a loyal 
user base and a reputation for financial strength.  Sina Weibo is the platform for 
micro bloggers, and has profound social repercussions (Hou, 2014). Hou (2014) 
argued Sina Weibo has become the biggest platform for public opinion in China. 
Like Twitter, Weibo is celebrity and opinion leaders orientated. The popularity of 
Sina Weibo has come from the participation of authenticated and famous celebrities, 
media enterprises and other organisations, hence people are following their activities 
Because of these features, Sina Weibo is used to disseminate information, publicise 
activities and foster discussion, while Sina Blog serves function for in-depth 
information and discourse. The information is more permanent.  
For example, P1 Chen Tongkui’s Sina Blog provided a detailed informational 
discourse. In his written blog (Sina Blog, 2013) titled ‘Why are we being forced to 
choose between the economy and the environment? We tend to forget that without an 
environment we would not have an economy.’ Twenty individual blogs are personal 
reflections about experiences in Taiwan’s revert to country experience and 
admiration for the simple lifestyles of farmers, the challenges of doing good 
teamwork, and so forth. Focused on environmental education and discussion, these 
blogs contained personal stories; commentaries, diaries and reports on the ‘Revert To 
Country’ movement.  
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Table 4: Multiple social media platforms in use 
Social Media Platforms Foreign 
counterpart 
Functions Purposes of 
use for the 
urban farmers 
community 
Sina Blog  
 
Blog Blogging, 
Detailed informational 
discourse  
Disseminate 
information, in-
depth 
information and 
discourse 
Sina Weibo (2009) 
 
Twitter/facebo
ok 
Community building, 
Networking, 
Business promotion 
Internet Demographics: 
The general public 
The promotion 
of the organic 
farmers market, 
Monitoring 
disseminate 
information, 
Publicize 
activities and 
foster 
discussion,  
QQ 
 
Instant 
messenger 
Msn  
SNS 
Internet Demographics: The 
first and largest social 
networking site in China, 
attracts youth from teens 
through age 25, often from 
second-and third-tier cities. 
Sizable portion of migrant 
workers, man of whom share 
personal diaries in a blog-like 
format 
Contact 
members 
Douban 
 
Meetup  Event organizing 
SNS 
Internet Demographics: a 
more specialised social 
networking site attracts art 
students and those passionate 
about books, cinema, culture, 
and music in general. Users 
connect according to their 
interests and often hold offline 
activities 
Event organise 
Event 
information 
WeChat(2011) 
mobile instant messaging apps 
Whatsapp  
Line 
Direct sales Networking 
Internet Demographics: 
The general public 
Contact 
members 
Ren Ren facebook SNS 
Internet Demographics: 
Attracts university students who 
Contact 
members 
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use the platform to connect and 
interact with classmates. The 
site is organised around users’ 
school and graduation class. 
Many users upload videos and 
photos of their activities. 
Table 4: Multiple soical media platforms in use 
 
3.3.3.	Transparency	and	trust	building 		
In this case digital communication provides trust: in doing so it increases visibility of 
good local resources that benefit the community. Sina Weibo not only facilitates the 
monthly farmers markets marketing functions in reaching the consumers. Consumers 
also are active participants for the positive feedback and referral on social media. 
Staff and volunteers are responsible for producing the video, editorial work and 
distribution. The e-brochures, flyers, and posters of the activities and various 
promotions of these media materials are alternative in the sense that they are not 
controlled by government, or official media services. Interviewee P 9-12 revealed 
customers can monitor the urban farmers market by following their weibo accounts. 
Customer feedbacks on public social media platforms play a role in evaluation of the 
quality of the goods from the market because customers can complain openly on the 
social sites. Compared with a blog, the microblog Weibo is more concise and 
interactive in the sense that it fosters free discussions within bounded social circles of 
people. The public nature of Weibo helps growing in number and influence for the 
urban farmers community. It also helps to channel the viewers’ back and forth to the 
more in-depth discourses from the blog. Compared with other media in China, 
Weibo plays a key role on trust building. Shanghai Caituan, an urban farm 
participant even openly posted an annual financial report on its Weibo account. 
Therefore, the social media platforms provide customer services. If the customers 
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have complaints, they could freely express these and report on the social media 
platform which is viewed by both the producers and the public. The transparency of 
the information interspersed with pictures is distributed on digital platforms. For 
example, all the prices of goods from the varied urban farmers’ vendors are 
transparently listed on Shanghai Nonghao Farmers market’s Douban site to the 
public. Nevertheless, another finding from interview participants of urban farmers is 
how digital communication technology has created an alternative payment method 
corresponding with the pre-pay and delivery model of CSA. 
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Panel 5.3: The price of the food products from the varied farmers’ vendor is listed openly to 
allow transparency in the Shanghai Nonghao Farmers Market Douban account virtually.  For 
example, no.2 water cabbage is 2.1 AU$ (RMB 10 yuan) for half kilogram without overuse 
of pesticide; no.5 is sweet potato 1.7 AU$ (RMB 8 yuan), the farm seed 4 years without 
chemical fertiliser field. 
 
3.3.4.	The	mobile 	devices	raise		
When my fieldwork was conducted in 2013, the micro message WeChat was a new 
popular form of social media. With over 300 million users in 2013, WeChat has 
  168 
caught on quickly in China, even pulling users away from Sina Weibo. WeChat 
deserves special attention because the power of immediate communications via 
mobile phones. Based on CNNIC Research of Online Behaviours of Chinese Mobile 
Phone Users and Survey (2014), mobile phone Internet users in China are sharply 
increasing, mobile Internet services and smart phones will be the trend of Chinese 
Internet development. By the end of 2011, there are 356 million Chinese mobile 
Internet users, of which one third of the mobile Internet users are under 20 years old. 
WeChat is a derivative of instant messenger QQ, a cross-platform individual 
and group messaging application with text, voice notes, images, and videos. Tencent 
Holdings Limited launched WeChat in 2011. Founded in 1998, Tencent has grown 
into one of China's largest and most used Internet service portals. Since its 
establishment over the last decade with together with products of Tencent’s leading 
Internet platforms in China, QQ (QQ Instant Messenger), WeChat, QQ.com, QQ 
Games, Qzone, 3g.QQ.com, SoSo, PaiPai and Tenpay, have brought together China's 
largest Internet community. Tencent is one of the most innovative companies in 
China and has maintained steady growth under its user-oriented operating strategies. 
More than 50% of Tencent employees are R&D staff. Tencent has obtained patents 
relating to the technologies (Tencent Official Website, 2013). 
Establishing a strong foothold, the portal website and its earlier success had 
prepared the user base for WeChat. WeChat (Weixin) is more useful for direct sale 
and synergy with the pre-pay and delivery model of CSA as WeChat is more 
personal and safe. In membership-based organisation like Beijing Farmers market, 
members of consumers automatically receive the organisations newsletter on 
WeChat. According to the P9-12 of CSA members, they can recieve the information 
from the organisations account of Shared Harvest and once they become a member, 
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they could pre-order the amount of the organic food and pick it up from the monthly 
farmers market. Some members don’t even need the physical space to exchange the 
good. Thus digital communication has simplified the payment procedures. For 
instance, they could pay through E-bank transfer or Ali-pay, confirmed through 
WeChat, confirm the details on WeChat and the Shared Harvest would deliver the 
food on door. This free tool of the digital devices offers convenience to the members 
and is cost effective to the social enterprises.  
 
Figure 5: Snapshot of Shared Harvest official accounts on WeChat on mobile phone 
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The networked nature of CSA community employs the uses of social media 
platforms in promoting participation and voices. The social networking sites have the 
advantages of mass users, speed, broad reach, the long tail7, interactivity, and lower 
entry barriers. The urban agriculture communities have used the combination of 
online channels to distribute information and education to change people’s consumer 
behaviour. All these platforms are free, so the social media services largely lower the 
production costs and incubate the community members. With China’s obvious 
enormous Internet and digital communication population size, and rising global 
importance, the solutions developed and implemented in this country will contribute 
to the world’s knowledge base and provide an opportunity to lead the way for other 
developing countries. 
 
3.4 Future and barriers  
Social movements have proliferated with the rise of the CSA models. The first tier 
cities in China are attuned to issues of health, food safety, food quality, and 
increasingly environmental protection. While Beijing is a hub of new food culture, it 
has reached Shanghai, which is home to its own distinctive and thriving scene, and 
also to inland cities, such as Wuhan, Chengdu and Guangzhou. Urban agriculture has 
transformed in the highly developed area in China, however the farmers involved in 
urban farmers markets represent a small minority, albeit a thriving and enterprising 
one among young urban middle class. CSA is only at its juvenile stages, and it may 
grow up to be a very different child. Because there are still limit of resources and 
economic benefits in short term. Many urban farmers claimed that their parents don’t 
understand their behaviour of quitting the well paid city job. 
                                                            
7 The long tail is a potential market, for example Amazon, the distribution and sales channel 
opportunities created by the Internet often enable businesses to tap that market 
successfully.(Anderson, 2006) 
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‘My parents are farmers. They saved money to send me to schools in 
Shanghai. They wish I would become a city dweller rather than my home 
town in the outskirt Shanghai, Chongming Island. But I want to return to my 
home land’.  
 
Thus far local farms are worked by suburban peasants, and plots are rented out by 
urban residents for ‘natural’ farming, yet there is still a sharp dividing line between 
the traditional peasants and new urban farmers. According to P10, P11: 
‘It is hard to make my farmers employees to understand my value about 
sustainability. Most of the peasants I hired had never even heard the term 
organic and derided the organic methods he developed after months of online 
research. Hired peasants have even come close to mutinying at times against 
strict rule against pesticides and fertilizers’. 
 
The supporting relationship between old and new farmers remains uncertain. It has 
been a challenge to communicate to both consumers and the traditional farmers and 
the community and institutions function more on educational purposes than for 
immediate economic interests. Shi Yan mentioned CSA’s goal is to benefit the local 
farmers inclusively collaborating with them into the organic model. However, the 
feasibility, the gap between the urban and rural, the local farmers relations with the 
new urban farmers require further investigation. Whether the emergence of the urban 
farmers’ community could cultivate a harvest in China remains uncertain. The 
challenge is in how to bridge the disconnection between organic farmers and 
consumers; and how to overcome the informational asymmetries that keep 
consumers mistrustful and farmers wary.  
It is evident from the interviewees that key stakeholders expect the CSA 
model to slowly gather momentum. China’s green public sphere is still fragmented 
and remains marginalised online and offline (Sima, 2011). Like Wu, the majority of 
urban farmers’ vendors in my interviews admitted they are struggling to balance their 
Chinese dream amid financial difficulties. Shanghai farmers market and communities 
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remain smaller scale. Some of the participants still need to travel between the city 
and the outskirt and some have to keep a full time job on weekdays in the city and 
commit to be urban farmers in their part-time. In contrast, Beijing urban farmers 
market has developed to a relatively mature level. However, as the business has 
expanded, the monitoring of the organic quality of produce and community trust has 
become harder to maintain.  
 
 
Figure 6: Diffusions of CSA Communities around China, Courtesy: Chinadaily.com.cn. 2013 
 
4. Conclusion to the chapter 
The One Child Generation have grown up enjoying all the benefits of 
industrialisation, however, this is also provides an increased awareness that they face 
environmental and food safety problems caused by industrialisation. Moreover, the 
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One Child Generation have not only an increasing awareness of food safety issues, 
but have also become self-organised to build communities and social enterprises as a 
profitable social-solution. An innovative approach to support environmental and 
sustainable food systems in China is the use of new social media platforms. The 
growing numbers of urban farmers market in various Chinese cities are engaged in 
social enterprises, public education and community building on social network sites. 
These have become entities connecting multiple Chinese new media platforms in 
order to educate the young generation and develop sustainability concepts in 
businesses and communities since 2009.  
Digital media is providing support and encouragement of the growth of the 
CSA community. The urban farmer’s community has used diverse digital media to 
distribute information and provide education to change people’s consumer 
behaviour. The Internet realm is a homogeneous entity where incubated alternative 
interests, values and social entrepreneurs’ visions reside. Digital communication 
tools also facilitate the food community and prepare them for the shifting boundaries 
of the future. The online social networking that has sustained these communities is 
what makes them constantly creative and appealing. As well, global connections 
have been forged via the information sharing of the CSA in other countries. Simply 
put, new media platforms have disseminated the CSA experiences in other countries 
and have facilitated bringing this new idea to China as a solution to the food safety 
issue. Communication and trust taking place on social media platforms. China has 
serious food safety and pollution problems, and these movements, of food security, 
and digital connectivity have found traction in China and amongst groups seeking 
alternative ways of living and producing food.  
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Figure 6: Parental concerns of food safety, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
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Figure 7: Location of Shanghai Nonghao Farmers Market, Photo: Danjing Zhang  
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Chapter 6: Volunteerism associated with youth camp re-education 
Aside from the previous discussion about the digital empowerment of the urban 
farmers’ market communities, this second case is chronologically sequenced from 
the digital media communication technology’s positive influence on urban youth. 
With this connection, this chapter focuses on the fundamental face-to-face 
communication in the camp program where campers learn to engage in face-to-face 
communication and trust one another through re-education consequently a new mode 
of volunteerism emerges.  
This chapter also answers the research questions of how and why the younger 
cohort of the One Child Generation seeks camp education outside official school 
systems. As well, the chapter considers how this new mode of volunteerism has 
emerged as a form of youth activities and community and how it is embedded with 
digital media.  
The vehicle for this transformation is the Qinhuangdao Gehua Camp 
Experience Centre. The reason I have included this particular camp is because the 
Gehua Camp offers a wide variety of specialised activities and a curriculum 
associated with the demand of teaching the attendees the principles of sharing, team 
collaboration, happiness, face-to-face communication, in the framework of 
internationalisation. In addition, this camp is structured as a NGO rather than as a 
private business. The funding of the camp experience centre is contributed to by 
cultural and social entrepreneurs and made viable with government sponsorship. This 
highlights the particular strengths of the camp as an educational institution that offers 
different variations of developmental paths for the attendees.  
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To gather my data, I conducted a survey, interviews and a focus group 
between 10th July 2013 and 30th August 2013. Participants were asked about their 
educational qualifications, and history of volunteer work, their motivations to 
become volunteers, their personal stories and experience, and disappointments and 
their Chinese Dream. 
This chapter links the One Child Generation’s over-reliance on digital 
communication with Beck’s conceptualisation of ‘risk society’ (1992).  Beck argues 
the ‘risk society’ is not only limited to environmental and health risk alone, it also 
includes technological change that produces new forms of risk in the modern society. 
It may provide a solution to the negative digital habits of the One Child Generation. 
By encouraging face-to-face communication and sharing, and teaching how to build 
trust, the camp gives digital natives opportunities to rewire and reconnect with the 
interactive communication patterns of real people. In a further version of the camp, 
plans are in place to restore trust in the educational program and adapt it to a 
different vision of China. This chapter also explore how the One Child Generation 
participates in re-education and volunteerism. I refer to a ‘global citizen’ here as an 
individual’s realisation of self-cultivation and the exercise of responsibilities that 
forms such volunteerism which is embedded with digital media. A digital media 
platform orchestrates the grassroots NGO activates shared by the urban youth at this 
camp.  
In order to explore these questions, this case study follows the same structure 
of background, approach, findings, and concluding remarks. Likewise, the findings 
have four themes: motivation, current activities, the role of the digital media and the 
future. The first section briefly introduces the case and highlights relevant literature 
on the ‘App Generation’ in China. The background provides a review of the issues of 
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Chinese formal education and Chinese digital natives overuse of the digital 
communication by raising problems related to the One Child generation’s lack of 
community giving, cooperation, sharing, creativity and face-to-face communication. 
The next section introduces Qinhuangdao Gehua Camp Experience Centre. It 
explores Qinhuangdao Gehua Camp Experience Centre’s organisational structure. 
The NGO’s, founders, and participants are identified. It focuses on the kind of 
immersion that permits the camp’s philosophical goals to be intentionally realised 
and delivered in the camp programs and experience.  
The next section details the method and data collection processes, with an 
emphasis on the reasons for the approach of the participant observation, survey, in-
depth interviews and the focus group. The third section provides the major findings 
by identifying the concerns and motivations of parents that send their children for re-
education. The camp education has attempted to cultivate community giving and 
independent thinking skills, integrated practical skills, teamwork and co-operation 
approaches. The ongoing activities of the youth camp have employed Western 
conceptions of developing the self-expression, teamwork and creativity. On the other 
hand, the camp education also injects a Confucius based traditional education about 
nature, manners and moral education. The fourth section examines how the 
development of camp education brings out new forms of volunteerism that 
demonstrates altruism. The facilitation role of the social media sites and new mode 
of grass roots volunteerism also emerges in this section. The final section 
investigates the social awareness of the volunteers and limitations of this form of 
volunteerism for the camp in the future.  
 
1. Background 
1.1	The	One	Child	Generation’s 	communication	and	education		
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Professors Howard Gardner and Katie Davis (2013) have named today’s young 
people the ‘App Generation’, comprised of teenagers whose lives are signposted by 
software applications.. Today’s young people differ from children in pre-digital 
times in three key areas; of identity, intimacy and imagination. Gardner & Davis 
(2013) have explored what it means to be ‘app-dependent’ versus ‘app-enabled’. 
Some drawbacks of apps include how they may foreclose a sense of identity, 
encourage superficial relations with others, and stunt creative imagination. On the 
other hand, the benefits of apps are equally striking: they can promote a strong sense 
of identity, allow deep relationships, and stimulate creativity. The app generation is 
generally risk-averse and expect quick answers. On the positive side, they are more 
tolerant and accepting.  
In the same line, Sherry Turkle’s book Alone Together, (2010) pointed to the 
shallow aspect of intimacy created by digital communication. Through investigations 
of how devices are changing the way parents relate to their children and of young 
children using digital devices, it has been found the App Generation suffers from a 
lack of face to face communication, therefore, is this generation resistant to trust? 
Children are getting smart phones and other electronic devices earlier than before, 
and these and similar devices have replaced TV as a way of pacifying children. 
According to Turkle, the teenage period is a very important stage for children to 
develop the psychological capacity for solitude, or a capacity to feel complete 
playing alone. If they don't have a capacity for solitude, they will always be lonely. 
Face-to-face interaction teaches ‘skills of negotiation, of reading each other’s 
emotion, of having to face the complexity of confrontation and of dealing with 
complex emotion’ (Turkle, 2010, p.170) Turkle (2010) thinks the impact of a heavy 
reliance on digital communication technology is that people feel they are too busy to 
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have conversations in person and do not make the important emotional connections 
they otherwise would. Another finding is how the App Generation is hyper-
connected with family.  In Turkle’s research the App Generation has grown up with 
the habit of being in touch with their parents 5, 10 or15 times a day (Turkle, 2010). 
These young and tech savvy children live in Chinese cities as well. Applying 
these characteristics to the One Child Generation, they are more likely to be trapped 
in the cycles of shallow intimacy created by devices that offer companionship. 
Technology appeals to the lonely One Child Generation because they are vulnerable. 
The illusion of companionship without the demand of human friendships has become 
part of the everyday life of the post-2000s generation. The dual risks are that they 
rely more on digital communication and thus have come to depend solely on their 
parents. Known as attention-centred, younger cohorts of One Child Generation pay 
attention to the digital devices and their parents pay more attention to them in 
concern. They would have difficulty in emotional connection as they have no 
relationship with siblings. The decline of communities like neighbourboods and 
family friendships makes their childhood more likely to consist of playing with video 
games rather than interacting with other children in the area. Instead, their heads are 
facing down, as they play games on smartphones and tablets. The One Child 
Generation is lonely; therefore, they are more likely set up themselves to be isolated. 
They might be more vulnerable and are likely to be digital technology addicted and 
they are more hyper-connected with family.  
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Figure 7: Campers arrives at Gehua Centre. Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
This chapter argues that the One Child Generation can be reconnected with 
face-to-face contact in the camp programs, and as well, by joining ‘offline’ 
cooperatives where there is a more traditional sense of emotional engagement in 
education. Technology risk lies in the young people’s overuse of digital 
communication technology. This case study of the youth camp offers risk avoidance 
through face-to-face communication training among ‘digital natives’. The parents 
main purpose when they send their children to the summer camp is to enhance their 
interpersonal skill which have diminished due to the one-child families condition 
where children do not have siblings to communicate and play with, nor do they have 
many peers to interact with.  
Not only lacking face-to-face communication and trust, single children in 
China also lack consideration for others (Fong, 2004). Fong (2004) further says that 
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some single children who have grown up without siblings have never learned to 
share and to care for others. Their place as a single child assumes that they have 
priority for the best of everything and they become used to thinking that they will 
achieve great things. In this respect, they don’t know how to defer to others in the 
Confucian or traditional manner.  Consequently the attentions and expectations of 
two parents and four grandparents all come to bear on a single child. According to 
Cameron et al. (2013), parents of single children may be more responsive to their 
children’s needs, however despite that this may produce a greater sense of security, 
confidence and intellectual competence for the child, more attention from parents 
means higher expectations and greater pressure to succeed in life. Single children are 
often viewed as disadvantaged as a result of ‘sibling deprivation’, which may lead to 
their being self-centred, less cooperative, and less likely to get along with their peers. 
From a psychiatric perspective, the single child’s lack of interaction with siblings has 
produced a generation of loners, prone to exaggerated feelings of superiority and also 
liable to have trouble building close relationships. Without intervention, these 
character traits are likely to be passed on to the next generation (Tam, 2009).  
The problems of Chinese formal education mentioned in Chapter 3 include 
the intense focus on examinations and the ongoing disconnection between the pursuit 
of formal education and the realities of practical life. Another major criticism of the 
Chinese education system is the lack of creativity (Pepper, pp.37-41, pp.86-90). 
Traditional Chinese teaching relies on teacher talk, rote memorisation and cramming, 
and fails to cultivate initiative and personal responsibility. Formal and traditional 
education lacks the capacity to foster talented and creative people. Media articles 
have also highlighted the relatively low creative ability of Chinese students by 
comparing American students to Chinese students. According to a news article in 
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China Daily (Zhao, 2014), a Weibo post entitled ‘Chinese children are held tightly 
while American children are crawling’ illustrated the comparison of housework lists 
between American children and Chinese children. When American children are 
learning by doing, Chinese students are forced to perform activities such as Math 
Olympic class. This disparity highlights social criticism that Chinese children are 
overprotected and trained to master specific skills, but demonstrate relatively low 
creative ability.  
 
1.2	Global 	versus	local	
Youth camp and experience learning is a growing global phenomenon. With its roots 
in North American, it spread to Canada, South American, Asia and Australia 
(American Camp Associations, 2014). The earliest camps were not-for-profit 
experiments directed by educators who saw opportunities to teach children in ways 
that traditional education in schools lacked (Eells, 1986). According to Eells (1986) 
early camp education started when private school headmasters and university 
students in education created programs brought children out of deprived urban 
settings and into the New England countryside in United States. Summer camp were 
popularised in the 1880s as part of the back-to-nature movement in the USA, 
Canada, Europe and the UK (American Camp Associations, 2014).  
This trend has localised in Chinese context as a solution for parental concerns 
of the One Child Generation where it serves as an experience education seek to 
reduce unhealthy behaviors of the One Child symptom by fostering the individual, 
social, and environmental characteristics for youth development. Globalisation is the 
force that challenges the traditional system of institutional education in China. Social 
concerns about children’s practical skills and innovative ability demonstrate a need 
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for improvement in order to raise China’s global competitiveness. Over many years, 
Western philosophical ideas have been gradually absorbed by traditional Chinese 
society. For example, the concept of ‘Chinese learning for fundamental principles; 
Western learning for use’ (zhongxue wei xi yong) calls for the adoption of Western 
learning to self-strengthen China while retaining China’s superior civilisation 
(Pepper, 1996, p.55). Following this concept, the case of camp education has 
incorporated an American style summer camp taught values such as teamwork and 
cooperation  in supplemental education. Summer camp is a specific design of 
education, which focuses on the youth’s physical health, emotional expression, 
outdoor survival experience, active society involvement and mental growth.  
 
1.3	Gehua	Camp	Experience	Centre	
Gehua Camp Experience Centre not only has contributed a new model of the 
alternative education, but also to building a community that provides the possibility to 
respond and adjust to the risk of the One Child Generation’s lack of face-to-face 
contacts as a result of over use of digital devices.   
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Photos: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
Panel 6.1: Stepping into the hall of the Gehua Camp Experience Centre, the first thing that 
captures your eyes is a large Chinese character for ‘dream’ on the wall made from colourful 
interlocking LEGO bricks. The message is clear. Each child symbolises a brick to build the 
future of China. Like LEGO bricks, they are connected in innovative ways through the 
concept of re-education. Holiday school camps are quite common in China and are usually 
provided by private businesses but this camp has a different ethos. This is the first Chinese, 
alternative youth camp education with the purpose of re-engaging teenagers of the One Child 
Generation to face-to-face communication.  
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Gehua Camp Experience Centre is located at Beidaihe District in Northern 
China, Qinhuangdao, Hebei Province. Beidaihe is adjacent to Tianjin and Beijing 
geographically. Similar to Camp David in the United States, Beidaihe has a political 
legacy due to its location near the political centre of China. From here the Great Wall 
of China moves down to the coast of China. There is an invisible wall of security 
between the holiday villas for the general public and the private areas for the Chinese 
political elite who also holiday here. Although Beidaihe is a famous retreat for the 
Chinese elite, it is mainly a northern coastal resort for Chinese and Russia tourists. 
Gehua Camp Experience Centre provides a space and facility for dynamic and 
interactive learning. It has a 10,000 square meter facility that opened in July 2012. It 
is claimed to be the first organisation in China with architecture and interior design 
that meets the international camp standard. The open space architectural design is 
multifunctional and designed for interactive learning which provides a platform to 
kindle student’s imagination, creativity, and to stimulate a passion for action. 
The design also enables programs be immersive, in this way enriching the 
overall learning experience. Gehua Camp won the World Architecture of the Year 
award in 2013 as well as an Excellence of Chinese Architecture award. The site, 
which is considered to be one of the district’s architectural achievements, was built 
in only 134 days. Here the style of interaction is very different from a normal school 
or university or indeed other camps. Traditional Chinese schools are usually 
protected by high walls and fences, and in the urban environment, the government 
has attempted to centralise universities and colleges in a cluster such as Shanghai 
Songjiang University Town where more than 20 educational institutions including 7 
universities have built their new campus as a collective. Unlike most of the 
university towns, Gehua is nestled in a cultural cluster of private galleries and natural 
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parks and the design is about interacting with nature as well as interactive learning 
experiences. The camp is open to the public, and people can gain information and 
access to the camp digitally through social media sites and their website. In general 
the families and urban youth have the materialistic resources to receive this kind of 
alternative education since the fees for attending the program is about 500 dollars for 
one week including accommodations. Therefore, the camp’s audiences are mainly 
from well off one child families simply invest on their one child.  
 
 
Figure 8: Gehua Camp Experience Centre, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
1.4	Origins	and	structure		
The involvement of both Gehua and IDEAS in the project at Beidaihe is significant. 
The idea to build the camp centre came from a sharing of minds over a meal. Those 
present were renowned Japanese graphic designer, Kenya Hara, the social 
  188 
entrepreneur Zhang Changchen and Gu Wei, the founder of the NGO called Initiate 
Development for Education and Services (I.D.E.A.S) Fund.  
Designer Kenya Hara8 has been the art director of Muji9, a Japanese 
household goods retail brand since 2001. He had previously curated an exhibition 
called ‘Re-design’: Daily Products of the 21st Century’ while touring in China. The 
exhibition was based on a notion of asking leading Japanese creators to re-design 
some very mundane commodities such as toilet paper and tea bags. Gehua Cultural 
Development Group supported Kenya’s China tour. 
Based on an in-depth interview with the director of the Gehua camp, their 
brainstorming at dinner expanded to become an amplification of a design for a youth 
experience centre. Kenya Hara subsequently designed the logo, which consisted of 
three people holding hands. Symbolically, it not only illustrates the sharing that is 
important in the camp, but also cooperation among international creative personnel 
and global institutions. 
Kenya Hara’s idea of re-design also applies to re-education. For example, in 
Hara’s exhibition, Shigern Ban 10 re-designed the conventional round toilet paper roll 
into a square one that allowed resistance, reducing the consumption of resources 
while also sending out a message to economise.  
Similarly, the Qinhuangdao Gehua Camp Experience Centre can be 
considered as a re-education project, which introduces the concept of being 
simultaneously self-reliant and working in groups. Theatrical practices and nature 
connectivity with nature are incorporated in learning. The early camps were mainly 
                                                            
8 Kenya Hara is a Japanese graphic designer and curator. He has been the art director of Muji since 
2001 and designed the opening and closing ceremony programs of the Nagano Winter Olympic 
Games, 1998. 
9 Muji is a Japanese retail company, which sells a wide variety of household and consumer goods. 
10 Shigeru Ban is a Japanese architect, known for his innovative work with paper, particularly recycled 
cardboard tubes used to quickly and efficiently house disaster victims. 
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outdoor education camps, which were dedicated to freeing the attendees from the 
stresses of urban life and helping them to learn and gain new skills in a healthy and 
harmonious natural environment.  
 
 
Figure 9: Gehua Centre’s logo designed by Kenya Hara, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
Another key pioneer is Mr Zhang Changchen, a forty-year-old social 
entrepreneur. As the manager of the Beijing Modern Dance Company (BMDC), 
Zhang Changcheng was educated in America before returning to China. He was the 
instigator of a micro creative cluster called Fangjia 46 located in Fangjia Hutong11 in 
Beijing’s central east Dongcheng District, a mix of small creative businesses, cafes 
and a contemporary dance theatre, which has become a balance of entrepreneurship 
and sociality and not excessively commercialised. His ambition is to build an 
educational institution with social integration for the future generations of China. 
However there are other reasons. Under the direction of these enthusiastic and often 
idealistic social entrepreneurs, the objective is to become a market player by helping 
to resolving the existing educational problems. In this case, the camps’ approach to 
education enjoins principles of sharing and trust building. 
                                                            
11 Fangjia Hutong is one of the Beijing art districts that houses a thriving artistic community 
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In teaching the camp students about collaboration, the model for institutional 
collaboration strives to integrate the resources of government, enterprises, and non-
profit organisations. The camp is both supported by the Gehua Cultural Development 
Group and Initiate Development for Education and Service. Gehua, a state-owned 
enterprise that focuses on culture, media and technology projects is the investor and 
responsible for government relations, student recruitment and marketing. The 
cultural arm, the Gehua Cultural Development Group, operates from a headquarters 
at the Millennium Monument in Beijing. Beijing Gehua CATV Network Co., Ltd 
(BGCTV) is a high tech company specialising in the construction, broadcasting and 
management of digital TV networks in Beijing and Northern China. It generated a 
total income of RMB 802.03 million in 2006 with the proportion up from about 70% 
(Gehua Group Official Website, 2013).  
The involvement of both Gehua and I.D.E.A.S in the project at Beidaihe is 
significant. NGO I.D.E.A.S is the operator and provides the soft facilities of 
educational research, curriculum design, educational workshops and teaching 
resources. Qinghuangdao Municipal Government provides the land and physical 
infrastructure that enables a nurturing environment and proper guidance. The facility 
is used as a platform for extracurricular activities and educational spaces that 
combine program design, incubation and other experiences, to hold various 
experiential learning programs for families, schools and other organisations to 
promote the wellbeing of the youth education development.  
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Figure 10: Initiate Development for Education and Service (I.D.E.A.S), Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013. 
 
The NGO known as Initiate Development for Education and Service (I.D.E.A.S) was 
set up in 2010 and previously called Little Angel Action Fund (LAAF). Its primary 
aims are the alternative education of children in China; it operates a number of 
fundraising projects in China as well as overseas. The money raised is claimed to be 
used for social goals, including providing educational opportunities for 
disadvantaged children and children from China’s poorer regions. Under my 
observation, majority of the individual and group attendees in the camp have paid 
fees to cover their one week to two months accommodation and camp program. 
During my fieldwork, 90% of the students are from the middle class , One out of ten 
school groups is from an impoverished region in China, which joined the one-week 
camp activities for free.  
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Against the backdrop of modernising societies and a globalising world, 
I.D.E.A.S is the operator of the educational programs and volunteer organisation:  
As a non-profit organisation focused on youth education, I.D.E.A.S has 
organisational mission to empowering young people through education innovation 
because they believe that within each youth lies the power to change the world 
(Camp Brochure, 2013).  
I.D.E.A.S’s partnership with Gehua aims to promote synergy for China’s 
youth camp education with a global vision. An international focus is strongly 
emphasised with international exchange at student, teacher and leadership levels. 
Diversified educational programs are built through international cooperation with 
individuals, enterprises and institutions to work together to create a better landscape 
for youth development. I.D.E.A.S has maintained regular interaction with camp 
associations around the world, which includes the International Camping Fellowship, 
American Camp Association, Australia Camp association, and Asia-Oceanic Camp 
Association. In addition, they also build long-term cooperative relationships with 
well-known universities, educational institutions, non-profit organisations and 
businesses in China as well as globally. Through forums, role-play and simulation 
activities with other International camp participants, the local youth will form 
positive character development so that they can become engaging as global citizens.  
Although there are fees for admission for the general public, the camp 
effectively functions on a non-profit model. High schools and educational institutions 
select children to send; in addition children may apply to attend as individuals on 
line. Individuals could apply for a scholarship online through their Weibo account or 
the official website to cover all the fees for the camp. This non-profit model differs 
from other private educational institutions. The Gehua youth camp is partially funded 
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by NGO’s, and its funding model the Chinese government also contributes as well as 
funding from private donors for the purpose of fulfilling a mission. Revenues flow 
back to the building of the NGO’s. In this way profit oriented private education 
institutions operated in the market economy to fill the demand of supplemental and 
experience education.  
 
2.  Approach 
Methodologically, this case was conducted using a range of qualitative research 
methods including a survey (with open ended questions), and semi-structured 
interviews with a varying level of experience camp founders and managers, camp 
workshop mentors, students, campers and volunteers and a focus group with 
volunteers in the Gehua camp. In order to explore a number of different approaches 
that initiating camp educational community. I developed work with four diverse 
groups within the volunteer category. Based on this, I classified collected data into 
organisers, campers, parents, and volunteers. Their details are provided in the 
appendix. 
In order to explore the camp education, I conducted a participant observation 
of the camp programs from 10th July 2013 to 30th August 2013 in the Gehua Camp 
Experience Center in Qinghuangdao, Beidaihe, Hebei Province China. As this case 
study is an investigation in the field of education, participant observation is 
appropriate for gaining an understanding of the camp’s educational activities. 
Because the researcher is motivated by a concern for examining the social impact of 
camp education practice, participant observation is also a good approach to 
investigate how the camp education helps to foster cooperative ability and a social 
sense of sharing among the young generation. The limitation of this approach is the 
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qualitative data may not provide comprehensive understanding of volunteerism in 
China in a big picture.  
Gehua Camp Experience Centre provides the youth with a range of winter 
and summer camps, school-specific camps and weekend camps on the annual base. 
There are various camps tailored to difference of age ranges and educational 
collaborations such as the ‘I.D.E.A.S Summer Camp’, the ‘2013 Beidaihe 
International Music Festival’, the ‘L.E.A.D. Camp’, and the ‘Whole Person Camp 
2013’. The attendees are all from one-child families’ aged between 6 and 21 years 
and come from Beijing, Qinghuangdao and Guangdong.  
I played the role of a volunteer and participated in varied camp programs, 
‘L.E.A.D Camp’ and ‘Cultural Experience Camp’. I participated in 5 workshops in 
total. I experienced the ‘L.E.A.D Camp’ from the 16th to the 20th August and the 
‘Cultural Experience Camp’ from the 15th July to 31st August 2013. My immersion 
allowed me to process the participant observation in cycles of action, observation and 
reflection. I also studied Gehua camps’ written policies, observing classroom and 
camp education activities, and I spoke with some staff and students, as well as 
volunteers. With these experiences I received insight into how trust is incorporated 
into the curriculum, which sheds light on the research design and interview topics. 
Also, my participant observation allowed me to select and recruit people for a 
survey, the interviews and the focus group with volunteers.  
The ‘L.E.A.D Camp’ experience involves five days and four nights of intense 
workshops, a total of almost forty hours. The school children are taken out of their 
comfort zone and are expected to listen to and empathise about others in order to 
gain a new understanding of leadership. The camp helps the students, who are all 
from one-child families to reconnect with the world and to understand the values of 
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sharing. Attendees experienced the essential trinity of an organised camp in this way, 
1. Community living; 2. Away from home; 3. Students are learning in an outdoor, 
recreational setting. In small groups of 10 people, students participate through 
exploration, reflection, observation, manipulation, imagination, questioning and 
creating. Their holistic experience included physical exercise, such as hiking and 
mental challenges, such as cooperative problem solving; interpersonal social skill 
development, for example making friends from different backgrounds; and spiritual 
events, such as outdoor workshops.  
 
Figure 11: The camper has arrived independently, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
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The ‘Summer Camp’ and ‘L.E.A.D Camp’ are two representations of an 
international educational model that involve some universal values of teamwork, 
leadership, creativity and serving the community. The ‘Summer Camp 2013’ was an 
international camp that included programs of ‘Motion Camp’, ‘Startup Camp’, 
‘Treble Camp’ and ‘Renaissance Camp’. The ‘Summer Camp’ is an exchange 
program with The Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Duke University from 
the United States. I.D.E.A.S 2013 Beidaihei International Music Festival from 
August 20th to August 30th was a 10-day exchange program for international 
classical music students. Their mentors in the camp are from prestigious domestic 
and international music colleges.  
Activities involve separate teaching, chamber music, band rehearsals, master 
classes, and lectures on instrument maintenance. The music festival provided varied 
music workshops and interactive activities mentored by professional musicians and 
classical music professors. These mentors have unique interpretations of music and 
alternative ways of teaching of self-expression. For example, I attended an evening 
of joint musical performances held by the student and mentors in the theatre. 
Whereas, mentor Lu Siqing, the most celebrated violinist told the students music is 
the musicians tool for expressing changing emotions.  
Each day, the expression of music is different and students are taught to train 
their technique as well as building up self-expression through music. This attitude is 
unlike music teachers from the formal education system who are likely to give static 
and oversimplified tuition rooted in Confucian values of obedience. In contrast, the 
camp education is more supportive of personal expression. The loss of fun, 
spontaneity, truth, sensitive to variation and descriptive power in the formal 
education are supplied in the camp training. 
  197 
 
Table 5: The varieties of camp programs 
Type of the camp 
programs 
Workshops Time 
L.E.A.D Camp  16th August to 20th 
August, 2013 
The Cultural Experience 
Camp 
Tea workshop 
Traditional paper making 
Archery 
Calligraphy 
15th July to 31th August 
2013 
The Summer Camp Motion Camp, Startup 
Camp, Treble Camp and 
Renaissance Camp. 
June to August, 2013 
The International Camp Beidaihei International 
Music Festival 
August 20th to August 
30th, 2013 
Table 5: The varieties of camp programs 
 
From this representative sample, data sets were collected at ‘Summer Camps 
2013’. Qualitative data were collected from students from both and ‘Cultural 
Experience Camp’ and the ‘L.E.A.D Camp Qinhuangdao Gehua Camp Experience 
Centre’. In the ‘L.E.A.D Camp’, data was collected from twenty students from 
Beijing No. 1 Middle School. I undertook in-depth interviews with three parents who 
sent their children to the ‘Cultural Experience Camp’; four mentors in total; two 
mentors from Taiwan; one from Anhui and 1 from Beijing. I conducted semi-
structured interviews with eleven attendees and a focus group with twelve 
volunteers, one camp director; and three selected senior staff and camp counsellors 
from the ‘Gehua Experience Centre’.  
 
2.1	Survey	
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The survey was conducted with fifty-four participants (twenty-two female, thirty-two 
male,) who were campers in ‘I.D.E.A.S Summer Camp’ (average age of eleven).  I 
conducted surveys with twenty-one parents to examine the effects and the perceived 
beneficial outcomes of the program camp with their children from six to twelve years 
old in attendance. In spite of observing the students’ activities and their reflections, 
the attitude of parents and their concerns provide additional insights into the 
motivation and social backgrounds of attendees. The focus was on the topic of the 
motivation and parental concerns related to the Gehua Camp programs. The 
questionnaires were designed to address the following key aspects: 
 Why and how the do the attendees become involved in the youth camp? What 
does each attendee enjoy about the youth camp? What is your major parental 
concern? 
 What digital devices, pads or mobile applications do the attendees use? And 
how often are these devices used in their everyday life and in camp? 
 What is the volunteers’ understanding of Chinese Dream? 
Responses to all open-ended questions were optional, and therefore the number of 
responses to each question varied. 
 
2.2	Interviews	
Semi-structured individual interviews and a focus group with volunteers were 
adopted to explore the underlying motivations and functions of volunteerism. The 
methods were developed to explore the participants’ individual characteristics and 
examine their volunteer history, as well as their expectations of their involvement in 
volunteering for projects. The interview questions move through areas of identity, 
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social skills, positive values, spirituality and volunteering. I list interview participants 
as P1, P2 means interview participants 1, 2, 3 etc.  
Table 6: Interview participants 
Participant Role Age Institution 
P1:Zhang 
Changchen 
Founder of Gehua 
Centre 
46 Gehua Centre 
P2: Zhang Yi Director of I.D.E.A.S 35 Beijing 
P3: Fu Qiang 
P4:  Wei Xiaobo 
Mentor 32 
24 
Taizhong, Taiwan  
Shandong, China 
P5: Ru Xiaogao 
P6: Wei Lin 
P7: Raichelle 
Aniceto 
Campers 16 
 
19 
Beijing No. 1 Middle 
School 
MIT University, 
U.S.A 
MIT University U.S.A 
P8:Zhang 
Xiachen, 
P9: Kun Long, 
P10: Fang Qihua, 
P11:Hou 
Zhaoyang 
Volunteers 18 
 
24 
23 
22 
Sichuan  
Heibei 
Zhejiang 
Guangdong 
 
P11: Fang Qing Parents 42 Beijing No.4 Hospital  
Table 6: Interview participants 
 
2.3	The	focus	group	
I undertook a focus group with 12 volunteers on 22nd August 2013 at Beidaihei. 
Participants were queried about their educational attainment, and their history of 
volunteer work, their motivations to become volunteers, any personal stories or 
disappointments and their Chinese Dream. The definition of volunteering is ‘a 
planned action, during which people dedicates a substantial amount of time, expertise 
and energy to help others in a committed way’ (Lin & Zhang, 2008). These 
characteristics represent reflect the new trend of Chinese youth who volunteer. For a 
variety of reasons, these volunteers have come to Beidaihe and they now constitute 
the positive energy powerhouses in the community. I conducted a focus group with 
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twelve volunteers from eighteen to twenty-four years old in the youth camp to 
uncover their demographic information, their history of volunteer activities, their 
motivation for volunteering, their integration into volunteer groups, their satisfaction 
from volunteer work, and their intention of whether to continue volunteering in the 
near future and their Chinese Dream. The questions asked were designed to address 
the flowing key aspects: 
• What is your experience with volunteerism? 
• Why and how did you join this youth camp? 
• What websites or social media platforms did attendees use as information 
resources to help search for volunteer or charity activities? Why? 
• How do you understand the slogan of ‘Chinese Dream’? Do you have a 
Chinese Dream? What’s your Chinese Dream? 
 
3. Findings  
3.1 Motivations  
3.1.1.	The	One	Child	Generation’s	re‐engagement	to 	face‐to‐face	
communication	
The One Child Generation has acquired educational knowledge but they lack the 
essential experience of sharing and face-to-face communication. With few 
exceptions they have grown up in one-child families and ultimately their experience 
has been of loneliness. In an environment surrounded at all times by father, mother, 
grandma, grandfather, uncles and aunties, they have become the centre of attention. 
Zhang Changchen says that everything they want they get; everything seems to 
belong to them; as a result many don’t understand sharing (fenxiang), as a necessary 
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social value. According to P1 (Zhang Changchen), one of the founders of Gehua 
Experience Centre,  
‘A child’s reality is essentially formed at the level of the parent or the school. 
What is lacking in China today is a broader perspective of the world in which 
people coexist. While knowledge by itself is important, it is important to change 
this knowledge into one’s own outlook. The future of China therefore depends 
on how children understand cooperation and sharing; what kind of emphasis 
they place on wealth; and how they deal with responsibility. The challenge is to 
effectively integrate culture and education in a different way. The Gehua Camp 
came to reality because of a belief that the model needed to change’ (Zhang, 
2013). 
 
P1’s opinion represents some concerns and motivations about sending teenagers to 
camp from the parents’ perspective. This finding is entirely in line with my own 
questionnaire survey and interviews. The survey result shows the Chinese families 
across varied socioeconomic backgrounds have started to consider a diversified 
education like summer camp to be an important part of a young person’s 
development. There is an increasing trend for parents to desire a Western-styled 
emphasis on self-expression, individuality and egalitarianism, which can be 
evidenced in the youth development in the camp setting. Most parent interview 
participants and survey participants revealed that they are concerned how digital 
habits have impacted their children’s peer engagement, which is their prime 
motivation to send their children to the camp. All of parents’ interview participants 
thought the camp experience made their children more confident, while providing 
higher self-esteem. 
The generation of the post-2000s’ lack of face-to-face communication 
emerged as an important theme, which should be considered separately. Nearly all 
the parents’ correspondence affirmed that that they were worried about the lack of 
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interpersonal communication connectivity of their only child. One of the parents who 
was an interview participant explained the reason she sent their child to the camp 
was to improve his interpersonal skills. This particular parent was a busy medical 
doctor from Beijing with a nuclear family. P11 (Fang Qing) indicated,  
‘My mom took care of my son’s three meals and only supervising him to do his 
homework because I and my husband have to work full time. During the school 
holidays I am very worried that my child has played video games or computers 
all the time. One day I found out my son sat in front of the computer the whole 
day because he has no siblings or friends to play with. I feel worried sometimes 
because even I don’t have things to talk with my son. That’s the reason I sent 
him to communicate with other peers in this youth camp’ (Interview with the 
author). 
 
It is common for older Chinese people to take an active role in raising grandchildren 
in order to help their children pursue professional goals. In the typical family 
structure of ‘four grandparents-two parents-one child’, there is even a deeper 
generational gap between the digital natives and their grandparents. In Western 
countries, millennial’s parents are baby boomers. Yet in China, some of the 
teenager’s parents were Red Guards. During the interviews, and in response to the 
question of how often participants used digital gadgets and their digital habits most 
interviewees indicated they used digital gadgets including iPads or video games more 
than six hours a day at home. A camper aged seven who participated in the ‘L.E.A.D 
Camp’ is representative. As a typical digital native he usually spends about seven 
hours each day playing online games during the school holiday because his father is 
busy at work and his mother is home watching Korean drama on television, and 
neglects him. Playing online games and connecting virtually with his friends has 
replaced traditions such as playing Hopscotch with neighbours in the alley. Yet, after 
I asked him whether he preferred to play games at home or to join in the camp 
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activity his firm answer was that he preferred to join the camp activities. The other 
campers I interviewed provided a similar response.  
Utilising the survey data from over fifty-four respondents, all of campers 
surveyed thought they made new friends at camp. Seventy percent of campers said 
they reached out to people different from themselves. All campers said they tried 
new things, which they didn’t dare to do before. Some benefits of the camp 
experience were increased self-esteem; the ability to make new friends, to grow more 
independent and to show more leadership qualities. Sixty-nine percent of parents said 
their children still kept a close relationship with other camp members one month 
after the end of the camp program.  
Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
Panel 6.1: When the camper listened to the music and looked down on her phone, her mother 
was not able to communicate with her in person.  
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Another aspect I discovered from the parent interviews is an understanding of some 
social problems in the children’s education as a response to increasing distrust, 
materialism and the pragmatism of dominant social values. This reflects a panic 
concerned with moral decay and concerns of the teacher’s quality to provide 
appropriate moral instruction. One of the parents told me that she was shocked at the 
teachers’ response when the teacher openly told her nine year-old daughter that she 
preferred branded cosmetics as a Teacher’s Day gift rather than a homemade 
painting made by her daughter. Gift-giving on Teacher’s Day have become an 
unspoken culture in China and reflects how the experience of education has shifted 
its focus from traditional values to a consumption-dominated value. Another three 
parents worried that their children have lost their sense of perception and have only a 
basic knowledge of nature and agriculture as the result of the mass urbanisation, as 
well as environmental and food safety issues. For instance, they commented how the 
younger generation is unable to distinguish one kind of food grain from another due 
to their disconnection with nature and traditional cultures of growing produce. 
 
3.1.2.	Volunteers’	motivations	
Most volunteers mentioned that their school required them to do a certain amount of 
volunteering activities in their school holidays and explained how the career benefit 
of volunteering activities will look good in their CV, and might help them find a job 
after their graduation. Some motivations for volunteers included personal 
development, self-esteem building, new learning experiences, and making new 
friends as evidenced by interview participants P6-P10.  P 6 (Zhang Xiachen) is 
eighteen years old and a student from the Beidaihe area. He took a one-hour train 
ride from his university to the Gehua Camp Center to commit to this two-month 
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volunteer program. He accessed the camp information from the Gehua official 
website and applied for the volunteer program on line. When he arrived, he 
undertook three weeks intensive training from six am to six pm every day. He 
endured hardships and became capable of hard work, which is characteristically 
lacking in the stereotypical 90s generation. Although he knew he would get a good 
reference from the NGO, which would be useful for his future employment after 
graduation, he explained during the interview that his biggest gain from this 
experience is learning new skills and experiences. After the program he is capable of 
becoming an archery coach and stone-seal engraving teacher. During the camp he 
held an open stone-seal engraving workshop demonstrating his skills to a high-
ranking government official. As he indicated, his understanding of volunteerism is 
that it is an individual experience to gain benefits reciprocally from the volunteering 
experience. His perspective of volunteerism is as an individual experience to gain 
benefits reciprocally from the volunteering experience.  
 
‘I gained a sense of professionalism in the volunteering as well as I have 
increased my personal social networks with those who have similar 
personalities. I feel more confident and I am proud of myself when I excellently 
demonstrated the class and acted neither humble nor pushy in front of the high 
hieratical government official (ling dao). Through coaching the students, I have 
empowered myself and built skills of mentoring and learned craftsmanship of 
making ink and calligraphy myself. Series of pre-volunteer training and actual 
volunteering experiences accumulated at the Geihua Camp had increased his 
understanding of being a volunteer and volunteering and knowledge of the 
society’ (P6 Zhang Xiachen interviewed with the author). 
 
He also commented on his understanding of the ‘Chinese Dream’,  
‘From the beginning I have no idea what is Chinese Dream. I think it is a 
government slogan. I was asked to write an essay in the given tittle of Chinese 
Dream, Qinghuangdao Dream, and my dream in school. I don’t know much on 
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Chinese Dream but my dream is that I want to be an entrepreneur, not simply a 
rich man but also a rich man has quality (shu zhi), I guess it refers to social 
responsibility’ (P6 Zhang Xiachen interviewed with the author). 
 
P7 (Kun Long) had most volunteer experience among the interviewees. He has 
followed Geihua camp project for two years. He summarised his whole volunteer 
life,  
‘I had a very smooth life. I had good education in an elite high school and entered 
Communication University of China in Beijing, majoring in Journalism. But I always 
think there is something missing in my life. I guess I was seeking a sense of self. 
Hence, I made a rebellious decision to quit my university when I was second year 
and served in the rural area as a volunteer. After that, I volunteered to be a village 
teacher in the remote area in Yunnan Provinces. After two years teaching, I did one 
year cycling trip with friends in the mountains Yunnan and one the way I made 
friends doing cycling together and they recommended me this volunteer job in 
Qinghuangdao, Beidaihe. The reason I have been doing this volunteering job is I 
could learn new skills and making friends. I like helping others which is different 
from the other routine jobs in my view’.  
P11 (Hou Zhaoyang), is a volunteer from Sichuan province. From his happy 
eighteen year-old smile, it is hard to see that he survived the notorious Sichuan 
earthquake in 2008. His cohort had to face the most realistic sense of fracture by 
going through the tragedy of facing death and losing friends. On the 12th of May, 
2008, he was playing basketball with friends in the school grounds, yet only four and 
a half minutes later he had lost many of his classmates.. In response to the tragedy, 
The ‘Breakthrough Youth Village’, a Hong Kong NGO actively implemented a 
rehabilitation plan project that has paid attention to minor victims’ mental health 
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after the Wenchuan earthquake. In 2008 November, Hong Kong Youth Village sent a 
few volunteers to help the rehabilitation of his school Beichuan Middle School. 
According to P11 (Hou Zhaoyang), Hong Kong volunteer members were self-funded 
and organised their own travel to remote Sichuan. They persistently rehabilitated and 
positively reinforced young people such as himself, and have lived with the victims 
in Sichuan from four years using sports activities to prove the importance of 
psychological reconstruction.  
As a 2008 Wenchuan earthquake survivor, P11 (Hou Zhaoyang) determined 
to do volunteer work during every school holidays. Similarly, Forty other survivors 
from Beichuan Middle School have undertaken volunteering not only because they 
want to repay the NGO’s and society forces that helped them, but also because they 
have come to regard volunteering as a form of self-help experience to remedy the 
psychological impact of the earthquake. Currently all Beichuan Middle School 
survivors have formed an independent volunteer community called ‘Dream Action’. 
Their social feedback loop is the main reason and motivation for them to do 
volunteering. Returning to the society and community, He intends to continue the 
cycle by handing the baton of volunteer works to others. He is now a university 
student majoring in Design and his ‘Chinese Dream’ is to build a digital platform as 
a career in future for the people who have talents on design. As P11 (Hou Zhaoyang) 
stated,  
‘The volunteering experience is transformational for myself in devoting to 
campers, organizing activities to them and playing and laugh with them. Since I 
have received help from the Hong Kong NGO after the earthquake, I would 
seek to do volunteers activities in my every school holidays. I connected to new 
people from the volunteer activities. My hobby is take photography, so being a 
camp photographer not only provided me a platform to used my skills, but also 
improve my photography skills’ (Interview with the author). 
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Based on the interviews with P8-P10, the dominant motivation of volunteerism no 
longer follows the government or Universities unspoken requests to of ‘repaying the 
motherland’. Rather than being state-oriented, most volunteers identified 
volunteerism as their aspiration for better individual development through learning 
and altruism. They expressed interest in carrying out volunteering activities not for 
collectivism, but for the pursuit of self-interest among urban youth in China. This 
characteristic has been noted in previous quantitative research of the psychological 
motivations of volunteers providing a more detailed category of the motivations of 
volunteerism (Clary et al., 1998). Clary mentioned that factors of values, 
understanding, and social, career, protection and enhancement are the functions 
served by volunteerism. These findings are entirely in-line with my own interviews 
and with the findings from the focus group. Motivations of personal development, 
self-esteem building, new learning experiences, making friends, and career-related 
benefits are some personal and social motivations that promote the form of sustained 
helping behaviour in this case. 
 
3.2 Current activities 
3.2.1.	Hybridised	East	and	West 	values	in 	camp	education	
In my own survey of the Gehua camp, there is evidence that institutions like the 
Chinese camp training are a new force evolving from societal dissatisfaction with 
traditional schooling and parental concerns and aspirations of fostering beneficial 
characteristics for their children youth while negating the negative implications of 
the One Child Generation. Camp education illustrates a demand for education of 
substance to help raise students’ interests, their creative spirit and their practical 
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skills. In this sense, camp education in China is learning learn from Western 
educational methodologies.  
Western education approaches and traditional Chinese education have been 
integrated in the education system of the camp to remedy the current problems of the 
Chinese One Child Generation’s lack of face-to-face communication. The camp is a 
case study where the Western emphasis on self-expression, individuality and 
leadership is localised and incorporated with Chinese regional influences of Neo-
Confucius education which adheres to the Chinese literate (scholarly) tradition in 
which students would commune with nature to gain their moral and spiritual 
bearings. Innovation in rethinking the offer of Chinese education serves different 
functions in the diversification of camp programs. ‘L.E.A.D Camp’ is dedicated to 
cultivating the attendees and the teachers’ sense of civic engagement through sharing 
and leadership. Interdisciplinary learning experiences are applied into the 
‘International Camp Program’ and the camp is classified into different subjects 
including humanities and arts, science and technology, and character development. 
These courses and activities also integrate aspects of interdisciplinary knowledge 
with cross-cultural elements in order to provide the attendees with a brand. For 
example, the courses of humanities and arts include cultural exploration, visual arts, 
classic reading, and drama encourage attendees to explore different cultures, 
religions, and beliefs, and to think about the value and significance of culture in the 
development of society with an open mind so that they can deepen their 
understanding of self and society as they become versed in their own as well as an 
external culture. In the science and technology courses, topics such as the interaction 
of sciences and the arts, architecture exploration, and applied physics are taught. 
These encourage the attendees to use their imagination and be responsive, and most 
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importantly to appreciate the possibility of technology while exploring the roles of 
sciences and technology in promoting civic engagement.. In contrast, the formal 
Chinese education system lacks a system of interdisciplinary learning linking the arts 
to science.  
Based on I.D.E.A.S’s research and development on experiential-learning, the 
centre focuses on developing courses and activities around four educational pillars. 
These are ‘Nature’, ‘Team’, ‘Happiness’ and ‘Growth’, themes that have been 
largely ignored in the Chinese formal education system. Through the Four Pillars of 
Ideas, there is a full range of exercises of the ‘mind, heart, hands’ through the 
exploration of nature undertaken in team activities. Through experiential learning 
and comprehensive curriculum design, I.D.E.A.S creates learning experiences that 
impart ‘playing with purpose’. Through outdoor exploration, the attendees develop 
an understanding of nature, learn to respect nature and its inhabitants; practice basic 
outdoor survival skills, care for the Earth and take action to protect planet. Through 
team collaboration, the attendees develop an appreciation for group wisdom and 
happiness of sharing.  
They learn to respect others and bond with a sense of team spirit while 
improving their communication skills and leadership ability. Through games and 
laughter, the attendees grow and relax together while learning to stay optimistic and 
appreciate pleasure in life. Character development teaches children to tap into their 
potential to grow and serve others. Through other activities such as group sharing, 
and the process of self-reflection, the attendees learn to develop a clear sense of self-
awareness and an understanding of relationships with others and society.  
The ‘Cultural Experience Camp’ workshops are based on ideas of 
‘appropriateness’ (yi) and ‘understanding others’ (shu). Chinese people’s altruistic 
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behaviour derives from virtues of ‘great compassion, benevolence (ren), gallantness 
(you), appropriateness (yi) and ‘understanding others (shu)’ located in traditional 
Confucian and Mencius philosophy (Behuniak, 2010). The 2013 ‘Cultural 
Experience Camp’ is a collaboration with Taiwan’s ‘Natural Way Six Arts Cultural 
Centre’, and retains the core capacities of traditional heritage education. The ‘Six 
Arts’  formed the basis of education in ancient Chinese culture. During the Zhou 
Dynasty (1122–256 BCE), students were required to master the Six Arts (liu yi): 
namely, rites, music, archery, charioteering, calligraphy and mathematics in order to 
reach the state of a gentleman. These activities are linking with the philosophy 
meaning.  
 
Figure 12: Game of go in the Cultural Experience Photo, Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
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The research and development component of ‘Cultural Experience Camp’ is 
collaboration between ‘Taiwan Natural Way Six Arts Cultural Centre’12 and 
I.D.E.A.S. ‘Taiwan Natural Way Six Arts Cultural Centre, which entails combining 
the Neo-Confucian ways of six arts with contemporary Western education. Taiwan 
has preserved and subsequently become the pioneer of modernising the essence of 
Chinese traditional education. Rather than focusing on the concepts of conformity, 
obedience and modesty, the Neo Confucian education concept utilises Confucius’s 
six arts education by exploring practical rituals of self-cultivation. According to 
Behuniak (2010), Neo Confucian ideas embody Chinese meditation and ‘work with 
the aid of external influence, emphasising quick wit and their insight aims at self-
realisation’ (Behuniak, 2010).  
The ‘Cultural Experience Camp’ entails hands on workshops for students 
between six and eighteen to practice traditional arts such as calligraphy, 
papermaking, herbal dying, tea ceremony, engraving, and archery. For example, 
students learn the traditional Chinese philosophy of propriety and sobriety in 
calligraphy; consistency and focus in archery; The study of rites and music instills in 
people a sense of dignity and harmony, as well as sharing and manners in tea 
ceremony. The sports of archery in early China were considered more of a 
community ritual than an individual leisure (Behuniak, 2010). According to 
Behuniak, virtues of decorum, community-mindedness, fairness, as well as the good-
natured enjoyment of oneself in the company of others is all embodied in the Chinese 
archery contest.  
                                                            
12 ‘Taiwan Natural Way Six Arts Cultural Centre’ originates in Taizhong, Taiwan and 
uses alternate concepts to restore humanism through the Chinese traditional 
education. 
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For example archery training is regarded as a holistic training for building 
students’ ethical character in Chinese traditional philosophy. In archery, the ritual of 
letting loose an arrow in the unity of position and action indicates a quality of 
judgment, the strength of intention, aspiration, and determination, and the ability to 
realise goals. According to Mencius, ‘appropriate’ (yi) is the path to improve ethical 
experience. ‘Shu’ is how to conduct oneself in a way that shows persistent 
consideration for the demands of others (cited in Zhun, 2013). The following 
workshops of tea workshop and the paper-making workshop helped students to 
realise what is ethically ‘appropriate’ and ‘understanding others’ (shu). 
Fundamentally the camp programs are about face-to-face communication, which 
rebuilds trust in relationships. On the first day of the cultural experience camp, 
individual students and their parents are invited to share the public space in the 
Gehua Experience Centre. From the beginning, communication is limited to within 
the family. For instance, when a girl was busy with listening to the music from her 
smart phone, her mum sat silently next her just to accompany her. Gradually students 
were attracted to playing  mental game toys like ‘Magic Square’, ‘Rubik’s Cube’, 
‘Puzzle’ and ‘Nine Rings’ in open spaces. Communication between attendees was 
facilitated by interactive game playing. At this time the parents started to talk to each 
other to share their common topics about their children and camp counsellors 
explained the program of activities to the parents. In the afternoon, students were 
paired in the workshops without their parents and face-to-face communication took 
place in their participation in the workshops. 
 
Tea workshops 
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In the traditional tea ceremony, sharing is the message delivered to attendees who 
experience the tea ceremony. When learning tea etiquette, the Taoist sharing 
philosophy was introduced and reinforced through the ritual. Students are learning to 
think carefully of every person equally. The ‘fair mug’ in the tea-set is one of the 
traditional implements that functions as a pitcher and the mentor introduced it to the 
ceremony. Students learn to pour tea from the teapot into the ‘fair mug’ to stop the 
brewing and to serve the tea directly into the teacups. It is also known as a fair cup 
because it ensures the tea is the same strength for each person. The mentors 
recommend these for students, which make tea making simpler and more enjoyable 
when starting out. As each student served tea to their peers, the tea mentor spoke 
these words,  
According to P4 (Wei Xiaobo), she illustrated attendees how to be caring 
when shared the tea,   
As we consider another's needs, our attitude shifts from self to other. As we 
whisk the tea and present the bowl, our body follows suit, and the peacefulness 
of serving tea to others infuses our being. Tempered and moderated way of 
being that constitutes the demeanours of the host or hostess at a tea gathering. 
We serve others without servicing; we offer, without artifice; and we regulate, 
without controlling. Attitude shifts from self to other. 
 
In this process attendees must use their emotions and maintain eye contact through 
this traditional ritual, which is a different experience from looking at and texting on 
their mobile phone.   
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Figure 13: Tea workshop, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
The paper-making workshop 
The open yard of Gehua Camp Experience Centre is not only a site that exhibits 
traditional ways and techniques to make paper, but also functions as a 
multifunctional space that can be easily be transformed to meet the requirements of 
different activities of manual making paper workshops. The open yard where the 
paper mills were once displayed has been transformed into a venue to hold manual 
papermaking workshops for attendees. The rigid description and memorising of the 
craft of papermaking is one of the four ancient inventions13 in Chinese traditional 
education. However in this case, the texts of papermaking have been replaced by a 
carnival experience for students to participate in and learn from. This workshop is 
the DIY practice followed with the traditional processes of papermaking. This 
                                                            
13 The four great inventions of ancient China refer to papermaking, gunpowder, printing techniques 
and the compass. 
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workshop illustrates that nature exploration and creativity are incorporated to this 
activity naturally. Through observing nature and participating in outdoor activities, 
the attendees can better appreciate the beauty of nature and the magic of creation. 
Facing both physical and mental challenges in the nature, they also learn to respect 
and protect the nature and develop abilities of teamwork, face to face communication 
and creativity.  
 
Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
Panel 6.2: In the paper-making workshop, campers are taught to separate useful fibre from 
other raw materials like cellulose from wood and to beat the fibre into pulp. It requires 
patience and practice. After few days practice and assistance by the mentor and few 
volunteers, students were gradually able to master the techniques by themselves. Later, the 
workshop allows students to add their own creativity. At this step, students might adjust the 
colour or other properties of the paper by adding herbs and flowers. Some students added 
used coffee bean powers from the camp café and made their own coffee flavoured brown 
coloured paper. After the last workshop of screening the resulting solution and air-drying the 
paper on the windows, student received their own DIY paper. I observed students in pairs 
who accomplished their work discussing how they could be more creative and multiply their 
use of making a notebook cover or tablemat.  
 
Sharing and face to face communication in camp experience 
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Teamwork is employed as an approach to practice cooperation and sharing among 
attendees in the Summer Camp. The idea of the collective good in Chinese education 
system does not cover the significance of the teamwork. The collective good in 
education is a concept applied for nationalistic purposes, for example to study the 
rise of the country or for the modernisation of the motherland. In the formal 
education system, Chinese students are used to accomplishing assignments 
independently with traditional methodology in order to meet the requirement of 
standardised answers. P 7 (Raichelle Aniceto), a summer camp student from MIT14 
Aerospace Science Centre stated her view on the difference between American and 
Chinese students’ teamwork in the Summer Camp, 
Before I entered MIT, I thought students there are very competitive 
individually. I have changed my mind. I think our strength in US is to do the 
teamwork together well and we are used to do teamwork and it becomes our 
tradition. I didn’t see the same cooperative ability in Chinese students in the 
camp. They are good at allocate the task and do well on their own part 
(Interview with the author). 
 
 
                                                            
14 The Massachusetts Institute of Technology is a private research university in U.S.A. 
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Figure 14: The MIT student from the International Camp made a friend, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
 
  
Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
Panel 6.3: At the last day of the L.E.A.D Camp, campers are invited to the small 
theatre. They are requested to form a smaller group of six people to fill up four 
questions; what to do more, do less, to do and not to do. Most students answered not 
to do video games and making more friends. The last task was drawing a self-
portrait.  
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In the communal canteen, campers are taught to classify used glass, plates 
and leftover, not to waste food and clean after dinner. The camp provides a nutritious 
and healthy buffet without deep fried items or soft drink. The camp meal is similar to 
British celebrity chef Jamie Oliver’s Food Revolution project, which attempts to 
improve the quality and nutritional value of school dinners. For the last dinner, all 
the camp groups were requested to accomplish a task to spontaneously to create ten 
minutes theatre play to show their gratitude to the chefs and working staff in the 
canteen. In this way, campers are taught to respect and acknowledge other people‘s 
hard working. 
The international norm of sustainability is passed to the students in every 
detail. They are requested not to waste food, re-use or recycle the materials. Before 
students packaging up to leave the camp, they are requested to recycle the plastic 
nametags for the next group of camp students to re-use.   
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Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
Panel 6.4: The stereotype of the Chinese One Child generation is that they are 
spoiled and unable to share. In contemporary Chinese society, many people 
deliberately waste food in an extravagant fashion. As the economy has improved and 
dining out has become more common over the past few decades, the problem has 
become worse. Behind this social trend, the reason for this selfish behaviour lies with 
the quality of education. A weakness in education system is that of a dogmatic 
practice. In the previous Socialist education, ‘diligent and thrifty’ was the key 
principle, however students are now taught to memorise the rules in order to pass the 
exam, but there is no explanation of the rationales. Therefore, people do not do what 
they are taught in the real life. Selfish behaviour like spitting in public and wasting 
food in the restaurant pass easily from one’s parents and are adopted by the majority 
in society. The solution to change this behaviour is through innovation in the 
education that stresses universal value and norms on sustainability, sharing and 
community giving.  
 
3.2.2.	Community	giving	and	relationships		
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Participation within the youth camp consists of mentors, volunteers and attendees. 
Since the official opening on July 28th, 2012, ‘I.D.E.A.S’ has already engaged with 
more than 2500 young people in its various camp programs and workshops (Camp 
brochure, 2013). The I.D.E.A.S team is a group of individuals united by an 
educational passion yet distinguished by diverse expertise and their international 
backgrounds. Its core mission is to teach children to be both self-reliant and to be 
able to work in groups. This differs from the role of the teacher in the Chinese 
educational system as students can make variations on the answer. Conceptual 
learning is beyond rigid and restrained methods. Mentors and volunteers utilise 
action guidance and focus on the individual, while maintaining the attendees’ self-
esteem. Volunteers are trained facilitators who organise activities to help the youth 
experiential education development. 
The youth camp serves as a community catering for social and educational 
activities, and the development of volunteering. To build trust is not only the mission 
for students but it must also occur organically; consequently sharing, altruism and 
creativity have blossomed in the community. After participating in the Cultural 
Experience Camp, I observed that volunteer Zhang Xiachen who is responsible for 
the Arching Workshop still diligently helped in the preparation of the paper making 
workshop after all his other workshop duties. This community creates opportunities 
for friendship and volunteering environment where many feel that their efforts can 
affect social outcomes.  
Casual connections and face-to-face communication grows organically. After 
more than one month working and living on and off the Gehua Center, these mentors 
and volunteers have formed an informal community online and offline. For example, 
the paper workshop mentor Yu Cong brainstormed with craftsmanship mentor Lu 
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Jieyi about the creativity of the paper art. Cai provided different kinds of handmade 
organic paper materials and Lu turned them into numerous examples of paper art 
such as a cover holder for compact discs. They also discussed a business model to 
sell the output of paper arts on e-business platforms as well as an experiment to 
create a series of eco-friendly paper cloths by using traditional handmade paper.  
In fact, after the camp finished, in 2013 Lu opened an online handcraft shop, 
so there is a collegial atmosphere in the camp. As well as the self-organised working 
collaborations, mentors and volunteers combine to form a social community both 
online and offline. As most of the volunteers and mentor live in the same place, they 
naturally socialise together in their spare time and have formed friendships. Mentor 
and volunteers would go for dinner or drinks, or to the beach or attend free concerts 
performed by the music mentors and students in the evenings. Meanwhile, they are 
connected by digital communication platforms like ‘WeChat’ and ‘Weibo’. Although 
the camp period for the mentors and volunteers is held for between one to three 
months, the networking of the community is extended by digital platforms. I 
observed that from four months to a year after the camp finished some volunteers 
and mentors were still communicating and supporting each other on ‘WeChat’ 
despite returning home.  
Volunteering has arrived as a major focus because of new ways that enable 
educational structures and community to form. It is an initiative in which the NGO 
sponsored youth camp supports and encourages attendees to volunteer their time to 
support local educational community organisations. Volunteering in the community 
along with educational support is viewed by many as one of the most satisfying of all 
forms of social involvement. It makes a difference in moral education from grass 
root levels and restores trust and personal growth.  
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Figure 15: Slogan of the camp, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
3.2.3. The emergence of the grassroots volunteerism  
In 2013 the red propaganda banners hanging in the Shanhaiguan Great Wall at 
Qinghuangdao changed their slogan from ‘Creating a Harmonious Society’ to 
‘Gather Positive Energy, Construct Chinese Dream’. This slogan substitution is not 
unexpected considering the change in leadership and the sense of optimism that 
comes with reform, or at least the rhetoric of reform.  
Positive energy, (zheng neng liang) became a favourite phrase for the 
Chinese media in 2013. Referring to hope, positivity, wellbeing and inspiration, the 
term is being used largely refer to a positive and inspiring personal attitude. It has 
become symbolic of healthy optimism, positive motivation and emotional 
expression. In China, it has become a popular term because of the increasing 
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negative social problems such as a lack of transparency, accountability and 
credibility of government, as well as a decline in the public’s trust of the government 
after the public scandals of corruption, charity and food safety scandals.  
Volunteers at the camp wear a white I.D.E.A.S T-shirt showing their identity 
in the camp. The majority of volunteers are eighteen to twenty-one years old, the 
students of the One Child Generation born after the 1990s. They are first or second 
year students from North Chinese Universities such as Yanshan University and 
North-Eastern University Qinghuangdao campus. They actively seek volunteer jobs 
during the school vocations. They are self-organised volunteers who independently 
organise for their short-term visit to the camp. Although their travel fees are waived 
by the Gehua NGO they receive no further payment. These young people, almost all 
college students, would devote substantial amounts of their time and energy to 
helping others.  
They play different roles for varied organisational duties such as media 
coordination, marketing, accounting, public relations, photography and the 
educational responsibilities of workshop assistants and supplementary mentors. Their 
main motivation is to participate with and learn from world-class educational 
institutions and so they learn management, communication and administration skills 
from intensive trainings, practices and craftsmanship and teaching skills from 
mentors.  
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Figure 16: Volunteer at the camp, Photo: Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
3.3 The use of digital communication and the grassroots volunteerism  
Grassroots NGO’s associated with volunteerism have become well established 
despite only emerging in the last ten years. According to several studies on Chinese 
non-governmental organisations (NGO’s) (Ma, 2002; Morton, 2006; Knup, 1997; 
Sima, 2011), there is an increasing variety of independent NGO’s that are part of the 
resurgence of China’s civil society. Many grassroots NGO’s and individually 
organised NGO’s have been established on the marginalised interests of 
environmental protection as well as to provide support and assistance to migrant 
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populations as well as for women, children, the disabled and the elderly. Some have 
been supported by international donors, entrepreneurs, and philanthropists and also 
through public donations. According to Morton (2006), NGO’s in China act as a 
substitute for the state by providing basic social welfare services.  
I argue that grassroots organisations have gained greater space in comparison 
to a decade ago and their social role in contributing to national development is 
increasingly encouraged by digital communication platforms. The primary 
characteristics of grassroots NGO’s are low operating costs and a strong dependence 
on digital communication technology. According to P10, grassroots NGO’s are able 
to register a public account on WeChat although they are not registered legally and 
remain under government control. The use of social media platforms helps social 
organisations motivate large groups of volunteers to take action in different areas of 
concern such as the environment, health, education, and services for the disabled. For 
example, CSAPA (China Small Animal Protection Association) is an animal 
protection NGO that has caused legislation to be enacted for the protection of abused 
and abandoned animals. CSAPA also engaged actively in selfless and merciful 
actions of taking care of small animals abandoned by their owners in Beijing. Their 
WeChat account offers posts of saving hurt animals and adopting injured animals are 
shared online by young people who are animal lovers or pet owners. Online, digital 
communication platforms help to reach people from all walks of life to take care of 
animals, yet offline the NGO organises and rescues injured and abandoned animals. 
Social media platforms have facilitated the recent growth of small scale and grass-
root forms of volunteering engagement. Another example is the case of IKG MORE, 
a volunteer project organised by a youth group with extensive experience as 
volunteers and travellers. They recruit volunteers though social media platforms to 
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prepare and pass one kilogram of books or stationary to underprivileged kids that 
they meet on their backpacking journeys. Their actions focus on improving the 
quality of life and education for children in impoverished areas of China. They 
communicate and share their travel experiences with people on line via the 1kg 
online forum and spread the word among friends using social media.  
There are increasing numbers of volunteering communities operating 
channels on social networking platforms because digital communication offers the 
effectiveness of information dissemination and creates a sense of trust within online 
communities. In the case of volunteering, innovation using digital platforms expands 
the opportunities to be involved with volunteer activities. For example, once you 
have added people who are active in the field of volunteering to your online social 
media account, you can access your friend’s post for volunteer photos, opportunities 
to participate, and further information if you are interested in volunteerism. With the 
support of digital communication platforms, this kind of volunteering is very 
different to the top-down structure as illustrated by the example of volunteerism for 
the Beijing Olympics (Zhuang, 2010). Although universities still constitute an 
important channel for students to obtain information, increasing social network 
channels facilitate and organise volunteerism. Hence, social media has enabled the 
culture of volunteering to promote social awareness and provide more opportunities 
for Chinese urban youth to get involved. 
 
3.3.1.	Distrust 	vs.	trust	
Volunteer networks play an increasing significant role among the tech savvy One 
Child Generation. Young people tend to trust communities facilitated by digital 
communication technology rather than relying on traditional channels. According to 
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one of the volunteer interviews in the focus group, trust is tied between interpersonal 
relations in small communities and accountability. Initially trust can be 
systematically built and strengthened through community and membership, online 
feedback and digital technological features, enabling transparent communications 
with community members and organisers about their actions and performance. Most 
volunteer interview participants revealed why they trust the grassroots NGOs more 
when using digital communication platforms: 
I have been doing volunteering and charity work as a hobby for three years. It 
relates to my Buddhism religion. There are too many scandals and corruptions 
on Chinese official NGOs and charities; it is hard to believe the official ones. So 
I turned into small grass rooted communities and NGOs by the means of social 
media for the following reasons. Firstly, because I trust my friends’ referral on 
line and in the small volunteer group organised by charity or NGOs on the 
Internet. Secondly, we could supervise the organisation by carrying on own 
actions. The digital media allows the participation and experiences. For 
example, I visited a poverty school near Tibet in 2013, where I saw the stuffs I 
donated were allocated to the hands of poverty students. In this way, I initiated 
my trust with the grassroots organisation and I believe our action has delivered 
into good hands (P7 interview with the author). 
 
The importance of transparency in charitable giving and volunteering is highlighted 
by participants. When the One Child Generation donates and participates in charity 
activities, they take account the transparency and accountability and value the result 
of their donation.  Digital platforms operate by sharing NGO’s’ information and 
tracking their progress showing in detail how many people it can help, the ways in 
which it tracks progress, and whether the cause has been overlooked or undervalued. 
When people see results, they are more inclined to continue giving. Because of these 
technological features of the networks, trust is ensured within the communities who 
share the same values. As indicated by one of the interview participants,   
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Years ago, I donated all my monthly salaries 3000 RMB when the Sichuan 
earthquake occurred. However, after the corruption scandals of Guo Meimei 
and Chinese Red Cross revealed by Weibo, I don’t trust these official NGO’s. I 
still believe there is people need help from us. Through my experience this time, 
I could gain reliable information of people who need help. Because my 
volunteering experience helped me to expand my social networks and I get to 
know more people need help personally. The reliable and first-hand information 
and communication does matter when it comes to engagement in charity and 
volunteering activities. (Interview with the author, 2013) 
 
The benefit of volunteering extends beyond increasing social networks and 
enhancing graduate employability (Zhuang, 2010). Thus volunteering activities have 
become a means of civic engagement and self-cultivation where trust is gained and 
social capital is generated within the volunteering communities both offline and 
online facilitated by digital communication platforms.  
 
3.3.2. The rise of mobile apps  
At the conclusion of the meeting of the focus group, every volunteer shook their 
phone to add each other to their contact list on WeChat. In the room the sounds from 
the smartphones were amplified, and a positive energy was transferred through a 
digital platform that connected people. Within few minutes, all the people in this 
focus group were connected through WeChat (weixin). In a ritualised way, this is a 
new social gesture to meet new friends in China. The ‘Shake it’ function on WeChat 
enables users in your vicinity to quickly become a friend. WeChat has attracted a 
largely young user demographic through its highly integrated methods of digital 
communication and SNS network connections15. WeChat’s digital technological 
                                                            
15 Social Network Sites are web-based services that allow individuals to create a public profile, to 
create a list of users with whom to share connections, and view and cross the connections within the 
system. 
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features include instant messaging; voice recording and messages; file sharing 
(photographs, video clips, photo video calls, find users in your vicinity and become 
their friends; post photos to a timeline that friends can see and location based 
services. According to the Chinese media scholar Hou Xiaoyu (2013), 76 percent of 
WeChat app users are aged between 22 and 30, which is the age group most active 
on the Internet and social media groups. Interview participant P11 (Hou Zhaoyang) 
revealed his digital habits relating with volunteer activities, 
Small social organisations and NGO’s have actively engaged with volunteers on 
WeChat. I will regularly share information of volunteer and send information on 
volunteering through my WeChat and Weibo account. If I have some friends 
who are interested in any volunteering activity, I will be very active in sending 
them information and reach them easily via my WeChat and Weibo (Interview 
with the author).  
 
3.4 Future engagement 
3.4.1.	Volunteers’	social	awareness	and	dissatisfaction 		
The numbers of people who can attend the camp are limited and periods of intensive 
training are short. The continuity of the camp remains questionable because the 
experiences of camp education cannot distance themselves from China’s inbuilt 
educational condition and limitations. Camp education is a relatively young, dynamic 
and immensely complex field. Despite the participation of one minority school from 
an impoverished area, the majority of camp students are from the well-off higher 
middle class and some of them even belong to the aristocracy class because of the 
Gehua Camp Experience Centre’s strong government relations with Chinese 
authorities. Gehua Group Beijing is a state-owned media monopoly.   
Here cost and accessibility point to an obstacle for the mass public to 
participate. The selection of attendees and recruitment profiles reflects social 
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inequality and the disparity between the urban and rural and a demand for a 
diversified education is mainly the concern of an urban middle class, meaning that 
the poor social classes with low level connections have less choice and opportunities 
to receive an alternative education. The camp education is an elite education for the 
middle class in China. Many participants join the program because their parents are 
government officials and have good connections and relationships (guanxi) with the 
organisation. They don’t need to pay for the whole camp experience. In other words, 
government officials enjoy another privilege. Security guards will restrain visitor 
activities when government officials are visiting. Gehua staffs and campers will 
escort them and demonstrate the camp activities to the government officials 
exclusively. This was clearly evidenced during my interviews with the focus group. 
It has also been noted that there is a degree of social inequality among the camp 
activities. Seventy percent of the volunteers in the interviews note they were unhappy 
with this unfairness. As well they believe this contradicts the altruism they 
developed. According to P7 (Kun Long):  
As a second time volunteer, I was disappointed with the guanxi in Gehua 
Experience Centre. I aware that there are many campers have the opportunity to 
join the camp program because their parents have ‘guanxi’ in terms of they are 
parents are local government officials or their families have material resources 
to send them to the camp. And the majority campers are from the elite school 
from Beijing. And it is unfair for volunteers who are mostly unpaid to devote  
their time and hard working for people have ‘guanxi’ and money.  Therefore, 
this is my last time served as a volunteer for Gehua and I have saved up and 
want to start my cycling trip again next year.  
 
The volunteers’ ideals and passions are threatened by this kind of social unfairness. 
Therefore, the sustainability of the educational volunteering faces some challenges. 
This socially inequality and the negative effects lead to high turnover rates of the 
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volunteers within the organisation. As mentioned in the interviews, volunteers were 
aware of and dissatisfied with the unfairness because it is against the fundamental 
value of ‘fairness’ that draws the volunteers to contribute to the public service. Most 
volunteers’ wished to help disadvantaged children or a minority, however despite 
their intentions they found they were serving the higher middle class attendees.  
 
Figure 17: The security guard has stopped people entering when the government officials visited, Photo: 
Danjing Zhang (Joy), 2013 
 
4. Conclusion to the chapter 
The Latin root for the word education, (e+ducere), means ‘to bring out’ and the 
emergence of the camp education model in China ‘brings out’ future creators, 
dreamers and volunteers. Education has a role to ‘bring the person out’ and to enable 
young generation’s holistic development. The Chinese education system is well 
known for producing exam takers, but few critics have paid attention to the teaching 
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of creativity and of social relationships catering to the One Child Generation. The 
strength of the Chinese education system, especially in promoting memory retention 
comes at the cost of stifling the One Child Generation’s interest, creative spirit and 
practical skills. The camp education has diversified education by infusing it with a 
new model of interdisciplinary cooperation that embodies ideas of sharing, 
communication and trust. Moreover, the reengagement of Chinese digital natives’ 
face-to -face communication in this case is seen as catering to the immediate needs 
of responding to the risks lying in the fast changing age of digital communication 
technology for the One Child Generation. As a supplement for the formal education 
system, the camp education institution has a unique social mission to solve the One 
Child Generation problems.  
Widespread concerns about the drawbacks of the formal education system in 
China are already an irreversible force in China’s rise thus the implementation of 
diversified and international education programs has occurred. Inspirational 
educational camps have generated new interest in the market as an active force for 
change outside the formal education system. The global trend of diversifying 
education not only breaks limitations of the model of infusing education but also 
develops new models of international and interdisciplinary cooperation. Findings in 
this case include camp education, which also fits the Chinese context by combining 
both Eastern and Western educational philosophy. The emergence of the camp 
education not only adapts the ways Western education makes up for underdeveloped 
abilities such as feeling, self-expression, communication, and creativity, but also 
draws upon the traditional Chinese philosophic and moral education in cultivating 
characters.  
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A new social awareness in volunteerism also stems from community giving 
and camp participation. The current evolution of volunteerism in China is no longer 
based on selflessness in line with the socialist mentality and Chinese traditional 
culture, but is an individual request for self-cultivation. Community building and 
digital facilitations impart as much information as possible to maximise their 
volunteer potential, as well as stimulating interpersonal trust which is resistant to 
corruption and the financial scandals that have occurred among official-organised 
NGO’s and the state. Volunteerism has shifted to the stage of being officially 
organised for a personal interest but undertaken in a professional spirit. It has an 
individualistic motivation but is sustained and networked in the community both 
online and offline.  
Education is crucial in continuing China’s modernisation drive. Globalisation 
offers a new educational model combining the Western emphasis on self-expression 
with the Chinese traditional philosophy of maintaining harmony with nature. In the 
new mode of volunteerism, individuality and egalitarianism can co-exist. This is seen 
in the camp setting. While the family and the school will remain the main vehicles of 
education and cultivation, these new experiments in social sharing and trust building 
can play a role in forming the cultural and social soft power of the nation.  
The next chapter utilises the key findings of two cases and discusses the 
emerging traits of social awareness, and sharism among the One Child Generation. 
Their self-organised communities have transformed from distrust to trust, from social 
connections (guanxi) to social capital and a sense of the self toward the self-
cultivation. As well, the next chapter indicates the relationship between government, 
the role of the digital communication and the youth who undertake civic engagement. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion: The One Child Generation Revisited 
In previous chapters, I have unpacked the One Child Generation’s two countertrends 
of social movements and volunteerism. Chapter six illustrated how the organic 
farmers markets and urban farmer’s communities have kept pace with an emerging 
environmental consciousness regarding the crisis of food safety, demonstrating how 
urban youth might choose an alternative lifestyle and career with the advent of digital 
communication. Chapter six also provided a model of diversified education that the 
international and interdisciplinary educators use to inspire students of the concepts of 
cooperation and trust. New forms of youth volunteerism have been observed from 
this small-scale educational community. These cases represent Chinese urban youth 
who are searching for new identities, new social practices on social media platforms 
so as to respond to multiple environmental, social and economic forces currently 
threatening the stability of Chinese society. Together, the social-economic and the 
socio-technological, aspects generate a holistic understanding of the associated 
waves of connectivity among this generation’s social media practices and social 
activism in response to their distrust in the society.  
In this chapter, key findings of these two case studies are further explored and 
compared in order to answer the research question. The research question has been 
considered in the light of individual focused communities by summarising some key 
characteristics of the One Child Generation and their community activities. At the 
beginning of this thesis, some direct question were raised about how China’s One 
Child Generation relies on their individual focused communities to cope and 
negotiate their sense of insecurity during a time of social and economic change.  
More questions emerged from a review of the literature, for instance what is the 
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relationship between digital media, community and social trust in China. The case 
studies illustrate the One Child Generation was born into a wave of existing social 
problems, including social distrust, environmental issues, food safety as well as the 
One Child Generation symptoms. These social issues are now prompting the creation 
of individual focused communities that seek to exist in the face of such problems. 
The role of digital communication has facilitated these online and offline 
communities and increased social capital and community trust. I argue that new 
forms of the middle class youth communities have evolved with sharism combining 
Asian philosophy with individual choice. The discussions are central to the four areas 
of research questions: motivation, activities, digital media, and the future, which are 
answered and discussed in the following sections.  
In the first section, the development and emergence of youth communities is 
reinforced by the risk generated by current social distrust evident in both case 
studies. The awareness of risk is evidenced by the gaps of the government promotion 
of the ‘Chinese Dream’ and the actual dream of the One Child Generation reflected 
in each case study. The second section shows the move from individual to 
community where the One Child Generation’s uptake of community participation 
provides a mechanism for filling the gap of social trust and welfare that has been 
previously unfulfilled in the political system, and which now provides strategies for 
survival in the risk society. The individual focused community takes the form of 
urban farmers’ community and youth camp. This constitutes a politically led 
approach by showing how the individual focused system or private sector is related 
to the state.  
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In the third section, the paper looks to what extent the activities of individual focused 
communities are relevant to the digital communicative technology in China. On one 
hand, digital media technology in China facilitates progressive social change through 
the formation of a new collectivism, building new patterns of sociality, offering new 
possibilities for the changes of lifestyle and facilitating identity (re)formation among 
the One Child Generation in China. On the other hand, digital media is co-evolving 
with new patterns of social capital by renewed the traditional human connections of 
guanxi.  
Last, the evolution of the One Child Generation is the entrenchment of 
increasing social awareness and aspiration of the quality of life, which brings out 
new forms of sharism. The rise of Western individualism and the deep roots of the 
Asian philosophical foundations, which have been shaped by distinct local, regional 
and global factors, are identified. These set the foundation for new models of 
lifestyle and selfhood leading the urban youth into particular ways of living and 
being for the future.  
 
1. Motivations to construct youth communities  
The key findings in the case studies provide evidence of changes in the One Child 
Generation’s social awareness and their understanding of the quality of life. For the 
interviewees included in this research, they showed a constant awareness of 
pollution; food safety and lack of face-to-face communication are major motivations. 
As many participants indicted, these activities cause a fundamental distrust due to the 
basic to the routines of tainted food, official corruption, and opaque state-oriented 
NGO’s. Hedonism is associated with China’s rapidly developed market economy, 
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which has accelerated the decline of social trust to cause public distrust in 
government, industry and experts.  
Anxieties and uncertainties are found in both case studies. The distrust and 
the anxiety of the future reflected in the case studies show the momentum of 
capitalist inspired consumption and individualism in China is strong and its negative 
impacts reflected as the psychological burden of the One Child Generation. Social 
disparity with the rapid economic development has also reduced trust. Consequently 
risk is unequally distributed among Chinese social groups and has resulted in an 
increase in social injustice, where wealth is accumulated at the upper levels of 
society and risks of various kinds are channelled downward, as the rich and powerful 
find a variety of ways to avoid risk. Under this threat, people have to achieve their 
goals by individual efforts.  
Although not a direct focus of this research, the topic of ‘Chinese Dream’ 
arose in various ways with nearly most of the youth interview participants. The One 
Child Generation’s understanding of the Chinese government slogan of ‘Chinese 
Dream’ was an adjunct of the acute awareness of the social problem. Their actual 
dream each case study was expressed in determining the motivations of urban 
farmers’ community and youth camp in China. There is the gap between the top-
down Chinese Dream slogan, which promotes the pursuit of economic prosperity by 
urbanisation and industrialisation. In contrast, young people’s dream is the 
fundamental need of quality of life, happiness, clean environment, warm social 
relationships, and trust. In the first case, their dream is interpreted as the fundamental 
need of safety food, trust and security. The second case reflects the volunteers 
aspirations to achieve a better self, to help each other and do something meaningful. 
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The gap reflects the One Child Generation’s changing social awareness and their acts 
upon the threat of the risk society.  
Based on the Chinese Dream as depicted by the interview participants, in this 
thesis, interview participants weigh happiness and health as the measurement of 
social progress and wellbeing reflecting the environment, trust and education more 
than economic gain. Volunteers increasingly view this as self-help. Their inner good 
of ‘needs, interests and dream’ does not contradict the community values and echoes 
of a universal value for quality of life. These are driving some new forms of self-
cultivation, which have taken root. This process of self-cultivation requires 
independent thinking.  
This thesis agrees with Ulrich Beck (1992, 2002) and Anthony Giddens’s 
(1990) theory of risk society and provides a theoretical structure to understand the 
Chinese case of distrust. Risk society is the manner in which modern society reacts in 
response to risk. The theory was developed from popular discourse, in particular 
from growing environmental concerns during the period of 1980s and 1990s in the 
West. As the consequence of wider modernity, environmental crises can be regarded 
as a breakdown of modernity. Increasing production on all fronts by the forces of 
technologically advanced capitalism has created new risks that threaten us all, and 
new antagonisms and social conflicts have arisen. The concept of risk society, 
together with the process of individualisation, marks the arrival of a second 
modernity. From risk to trust, Giddens (1990, pp.79-111) defined social trust as a 
more generalised trust in social institutions that one expects will act in accordance 
with the stated rules, and in whistle-blowers who will challenge the rules to make the 
institutions work well.  
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2. The emergent current community activities of Chinese urban youth 
2.1	The	individual	focused	communities	are	emerging 	with	social	
concerns	
This thesis posits that the One Child Generation’s current trend of grassroots 
community building is exemplified by the urban farmers’ community and the youth 
camp. These youth communities are independent, grass-rooted, and have an organic 
ethos. Independence means not depending on profit alone and grassroots refers to a 
freshness of ideas. Organic concerns a social consciousness, which is expressed in 
altruism and concern for the welfare of others. The individual focused community 
has both individual and collective nature. 
The changing sense of the self has been discussed in the Chapter 3. The 
Chinese path towards Chinese-style individualisation has occurred during profound 
social changes from 1979 to 2009 (Yan 2013; Beck & Elisabeth, 2012), and the ‘self’ 
has been discussed by many scholars as the ‘enterprising self’, ‘desiring self’ and the 
‘divided self’. Rofel’s (2007) identification of ‘enterprising self’ and the ‘desiring 
self ‘under the market-driven self has not guaranteed the personal happiness, social 
progress nor the life quality characterised by the social crisis of distrust, food safety 
scandals in contemporary Chinese society. Similarly, Yan (2010) pointed out the 
negative side of the self where the pressure to remake the self has become a new 
psychological burden for the Chinese individual. Yan notes how selfishness among 
the ‘me generation’ is an interpretation of the downsizing of individualism. From a 
sociological point of view, this is an expression about a ‘new liquid and 
individualised society’ referred to by Bauman (2005) and Beck (1992, 2002), where 
individuals are more and more dismayed by the great social structures and therefore 
they are more empowered by their individual destinies. Though the interviews in this 
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thesis, the middle class urban One Child Generation has increasingly expressed their 
views and shown their dissatisfaction with domestic social issues, and have openly 
spoken of the government authorities mismanagement regarding certain social issues. 
They are outspoken with their dissatisfaction, which is reflected in the interviews in 
this thesis, yet there is a valid basis for these complaints that shows what young 
people think about their government. They have an awareness of the traditional 
cultural constraints and benefits and they are increasingly accepting the culturally 
heterogeneity. Rather than complaining, they have taken actions to seek change.  It 
shows they are independent thinkers.  
In the case studies, (1) The urban farmers’ community is an experiment for 
the practiced self to make a new path toward social enterprises; (2) and the new 
mode of volunteerism in the second case study is a place for a devoted self for 
spiritual and self-cultivation which is expressed in altruism. This thesis argues that 
Chinese urban youth are now tempted to look inwards and change their sense of self. 
And in doing so they increase their personal efficacy, increase community building, 
restore trust and self-cultivate. In this way, these grass-rooted communities provide 
energy and strategies to response to the risks.  
Illustrated by these two cases of youth communities that have been framed 
with the underlying tensions of food safety and lack of face-to-face communication, I 
argue that the One Child Generation is evolving and taking proactive actions in 
seeking changes to the quality of life. The new generation has the ability to mitigate 
risk more easily by spreading it through the use digital technology. While the source 
of this new form of trust is not found in government, the source of the social capital 
and trust are restored through individual focused community facilitated by the digital 
media. Individuals eventually resort to their own social capital fuelled by the digital 
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communication technology to reconstruct a temporary community of their own. The 
community is no longer based on socialist collectivism logic but built upon self-
rejuvenating collectivism. The risk triggers a kind of self-formulation of a code of 
behaviour about issues concerning life quality. Individuals seek a sense of identity, 
belonging, economic opportunity and self-cultivation within the community, while 
the self-organised community allows collective actions. The function of the 
community is to mediate social capital where a sense of trust is new currencies 
therefore trust is increasingly built from altruistic actions and community practices. 
Anthony Giddens’ (1994) reflexive modernisation features in the communities in the 
case studies where I investigated the One Child Generation’s reflection on the 
foundations of social relations and self-confrontation to the threats generated in the 
ongoing process of urbanisation and industrialisation in China. The emergence of the 
urban farmers’ community and youth camp and volunteer communities exemplify 
actions taken for the purpose of reducing the risk of food hazards and to solve the 
problem of the lack of sharing among the One Child Generation. In order to increase 
security, Chinese urban youth, who are members of the One Child Generation, are 
now collaborating with one another in individual focused communities.  
 
2.2	Individual	focused	communities	co‐exist	with	the	political	
system			
As two cases of individual focused communities are their actions to response to the 
risk society in China, the discussion returns to shifting responsibilities of the 
individual focused system and political structure. Anthony Giddens’s theory of risk 
society provides the theoretical framework to understand the Chinese situation 
because Giddens focuses on structural changes in the individual-society-state 
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relationship. Ulrich Beck & Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim (2010) highlighted how the 
relationship between individuals and the authoritarian state is a distinctive profile of 
the Chinese path towards individualisation. Based upon their perspectives, I argue 
that the loosening of ideological control by the state in the risk society would lead to  
burgeoning social engagement, especially in the urban areas where young people 
may organise themselves to solve problems engendered by the lack of public services 
and an institutionally-backed inequality.  
Individuals as well as the state now share the responsibility of social security 
and wellbeing. When youth communities do not challenge the Chinese political 
system, the government lays one eye away from the individual’s activities and their 
communicative approaches. In the two case studies in this thesis, the Chinese 
government has not restricted the private sectors in their efforts to come up with 
solutions for social concerns and has left communities and individuals in their private 
life where they strive to update or prepare strategies aimed at social wellbeing. The 
Chinese government has allowed a greater toleration of diversity and has permitted 
the private sector and community greater avenues of social expression on the Internet 
and everyday life. 
Although social associations in terms of individual focused communities do 
not challenge the authority of the state-owned systems, they challenge the centralised 
system where the current political condition has not allowed their operation within 
the constraints of a state-controlled system. Individual focused communities play a 
progressive role in empowering the individual and creating balanced social 
mechanisms, leaving more power in the hands of individuals and their strengthening 
networks. Individual focused communities are structured from the bottom up and the 
bureaucratic government system is top down. In the case of food safety, the 
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government accounts for the regulation and licensing of the organic certification. In 
the case of education, administration in China is through a centralised mechanism 
where the government pushes their educational ideas and policy from high levels of 
power.  
Meanwhile, the Chinese government seems to have favour promoting social 
trust because of the notorious corruption of government officials and difficulties in 
implementing the rule of law. The results of top-down initiates are often ineffective 
and unsatisfactory (Yan cited Li, 2009; Liu 2010; Tam & Yang 2005). This 
centralism is not yet being challenged by bottom-up and individual-cantered 
communities, yet communities may provide the alternative solutions. The food 
community case is a grassroots movement that emerged entirely from the actions of 
individuals and groups of concerned people when they encountered the risk of food 
that was tainted and their lives and health were being threatened. The young 
teenagers still have to go through the competitive formal education and university 
entrance exam (gaokao), but might choose to develop their personal character and 
experience through alternative education like youth camp. 
The consequence of these changes give the rise of the emergence of civic 
engagement among the One Child Generation exampled by the ‘Revert to County 
Movement’ and volunteerism. However, the future of the current youth community 
activities is hard to predict. It remains at the individual level and these small-scale 
groups, activisms and volunteering activities in China could be too small and too 
late. Without systematic government reform or a transformation of the economic 
structure, the community’s social engagement may not be sustained. In case of the 
urban farmers’ community, there is no government funding or government policy to 
support Community Supported Agriculture. There is lack of democratic roots for the 
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green evolution and no mechanism of lobbying in the government system to change 
the status quo. Hence, people turn toward practices that seek to resolve some of the 
tension through small-scale social enterprises and individual focused communities 
for reducing the risks of food safety issues. The youth camp case shows the 
diversified education and voluntary life is substituted as individual choices outside 
the education system, yet, the future development is limited in each case.  
Yu (2009) detailed how ‘the Chinese government’s policies towards the 
Internet and other new communication media have vacillated between exercising 
control and encouraging growth’ (Yu, 2009, p.18). On one hand, the government 
encourages Internet growth for economic development in terms of new forms of 
digital consumption and has committed to spend US$250 billion on broadband 
infrastructure in response to consumer demand for cheaper and faster Internet (BCG 
Perspectives, 2012). Yet, the government has used a multilayered strategy to strictly 
control online content and monitor online activities by employing a complex web of 
e-government involvement, co-regulations, surveillance, imprisonment, propaganda, 
and the blockade of hundreds of thousands of international Internet sites (Qiu, 2010, 
2009; Xiao 2010; Qiang, 2010; Yu, 2009). The government surveillance on Internet 
is strong. The state regulation is careful control over content published on the 
Internet (Kalathil, 2003). 
Therefore, there is some tension between the government surveillance and 
individual focused communities and their digital engagement, which could result in 
their uncertainty of the future. The norms and networks of social engagement and 
entrepreneurship also powerfully affect the performance of government. I argue that 
this diverse, small scale and fragmented movement has the possibility of being a 
driver of a wider alternative system where the developments of ecologically 
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sustainable, socially equitable and economically resilient communities provide new 
ways for negotiation. Even if the individual focused communities are grassroots 
initiatives rather than top-down impositions, they have some relationship to 
government. Therefore each community is legitimised by the state. Urban farmers 
markets are permitted to be open to the public. The youth camp is partially funded by 
the municipal government. Although the state’s Internet regulation is controlled and 
at times unpredictable, consumerism promoted at the policy level offers new 
opportunities for fresh ideas on ethical consumption and social enterprises. 
 
3. The role of digital media  
3.1 Digital communication facilitates youth community connections and 
communication 
The One Child Generation’s changing aspiration and communities cannot simply be 
viewed from the perspective of the state’s control and their individual focused 
communities. This is best understood as a networked site facilitated by the Chinese 
rapid boom in digital technology. The reliance on the constant innovation of digital 
technology provides individually focused communities hope because the power of 
knowledge sharing affects their risk consciousness, civic engagement and the trust 
building which are characteristics that unite these two case studies. 
Beck (1992) linked the media and risk society, because the perception of risk 
is associated with the media. The media are positioned in today’s ‘risk society’ to 
perform a critical surveillance role. The media is identified as a key arena for 
informing the public’s knowledge and creates a space for debate about these risks 
where social contexts, knowledge and risk consequences plays out. New technology 
for sharing information and knowledge allow an increasing awareness of the risk so 
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the media makes risk visible. Applied to the Chinese context, commercialisation and 
market forces exert some leverage, which forces the media to cover more issues of 
social concern. Compared with state-controlled mainstream media, digital media 
enhanced risk consciousness and risk awareness. In many cases of food safety and 
education, the information on these kinds of platforms has begun to cause waves of 
public anxiety. As evidenced in the case studies findings, all interview participants 
claimed that digital media play a crucial role for their ongoing community activities. 
Therefore digital media provides a relatively open and free public sphere and free 
tools for connections, communication and community building. People tend to trust 
the self-organised grassroots community which provides transparency, accountability 
and social capital because the distrust of the government. 
Digital media communication remains connected and relevant to the One 
Child Generation in the social-economic level. The new generation is capable of 
adapting quickly to technological and social change. Combining this aspect with the 
notion of re-territorialisation afforded by social media platforms, the commercial 
sector adapts and innovates in order to respond to social problems. Grassroots 
organisations can efficiently mobilise their supporters for direct action on the basis of 
their pre-existing social networks while social media promotes sustainability, 
resilience and adaptation. Social media platforms are built around weak ties that 
demonstrate the characteristic of the One Child Generation in China. The 
fragmentation of their family ties produces duel effects. The One Child Generation is 
lonely and self-centred and the One Child Generation has more desire to expand 
social networking in this new social space, hence the One Child Generation might be 
described as active risk-takers yet also risk averse. Some existing studies (Acquisti & 
Gross, 2006; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007) have shown that young people are 
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motivated to join social network sites to maintain strong ties with friends, to generate 
ties with new acquaintances, and to meet new people online. Douban, QQ, WeChat 
and Weibo provide capabilities that enable users to create and maintain a network of 
heterogeneous and weak ties. Such ties provide access to information and 
opportunities that might not be available within their network of close-knit ties, so 
these networks are the foundation for the community buildings. 
These phenomena show how digital technologies are used to build 
connections in terms of establishing ties and networks, but they have barely touched 
upon how social ties work in social contexts. In other words, how are those 
engineered ties formed online, and how do they work for people both online and 
offline. Digital communication technology plays a significant role in fostering social 
capital, mobilisation and social participation that broadens social evolvement. 
Facilitated by social media, the One Child Generation in China have taken a more 
and more active role in building communities, particularly in food activism, and 
volunteerism. Communal activities in both two cases are defined by their tools, in 
this instance, Weibo and WeChat provide an ability to innovate so-as-to organise the 
organic farmers market and associated communities of matching buyers and sellers 
as well as organic agriculture providers, that all provide opportunities for social-
economic formation.   
In the second case, volunteering and small-scale grass-rooted NGO’s 
programs promote trust. They inform their communities, attend events and volunteer 
tools for building networks. In the first case of the urban youth food communities, 
social media provided them a way of life and a vision of community that most of the 
volunteers found enormously appealing. Their virtual communities and physical 
communities work together to increase social connectedness, participation and social 
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engagement. Due to social media’s advantages of efficiency, being quick to use, 
popular and affordable, grass-root communities benefit the most when using tools of 
social media in community building. Social media platforms and social networks are 
critical organising, networking and coordinating tools especially when using some 
social media technological tools like instant messaging, and photo sharing. Clay 
Shirky (2014) notes the drawback of networks is that the network isn’t interested in 
systemic change as ‘a social networks structure makes networks enormously resilient 
and adaptable in low-risk situations (Shirky, 2014). However, it fits well in the less 
confrontational condition in China where small-scale communities can be self-
reliant. 
Both case studies illustrate that online and offline are not separate in the 
Chinese context. With life online integrated with offline activities, community 
building and trust are reinforced by face-to-face communication and the connectivity 
of the virtual community. In the first case study, both online and offline worlds 
function with their own duties yet bring together the emerging urban farmers 
community. The second case study shows how the integration of the offline online 
and community has shaped the new models of volunteerism and embedded trust. The 
culture of participation in offline volunteering event has added to the credit of small-
scale virtual communities where virtual communities and digital technological have 
expanded their memberships and influence. In the next section, the role of digital 
communication is discussed in the ways it changes youth understanding of social 
relations and resources. Two key themes about social connections (guanxi) and 
social capital in relation to community and trust will be discussed.  
            With the development of social media platforms, access to media and 
information is not restricted to significant percentage of the populace of middle 
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urban youth compared with the sources and content of traditional media is controlled 
by Chinese government. With the advent of the social media, more young people 
currently have more access to certain information and can even share it with more 
diverse members of the society. Evidenced in both case studies, referred to Chapter 
5, 6, p.160-170 p.225-229, the special features of social media have facilitated 
grassroots participation, in a common culture rooted in ethos of citizenship. Both 
case studies reflected digital sharing features including sharing the social trust, 
information, photos. On social media, people have the equal opportunity to voice 
their opinions and sharing information, activities and values. These special features 
include the mobile apps for youth community, the transparency through functions 
like on-site photos sharing, on-site feedback and reviews, instant messaging and 
services, build public account. All these features allow democratic participants 
rooted in ethos of citizenship, namely sharism in this thesis. Considering the power 
and relevance of the social media and the relative high level of Internet access among 
Chinese urban youth, in Internet access and affordability to citizens to enable young 
people participate actively in accessing and sharing information.  
               According to  Usman (2014), the social media articulates users with who 
they share a connection. Individuals and communities share, co-create and modify 
user generated content, construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded 
system. It is also free of conventional media control. The varied ‘made in China’ 
social media platforms are similar to the global social media platforms but also 
unique in its features, include; 
Sina Weibo: It is one of the leading social networks and micro blogging service that 
allows users to send and receive/read short character messages and create ‘weibo 
pages’. It is the leading form of social media used in China. 
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WeChat, Weibo, Douban, Renren: They are free social networking websites which 
allow registered users to create profiles, upload photos and videos, send and receive 
messages thereby remaining connected with friends, families across the world.  
WeChat: It is a cross-platform mobile messaging application that allows a person to 
exchange messages free of any SMS charge. This service is available and accessible 
via smartphones. The organisation and NGOs in cases of education institutions and 
urban farmers’ community are able to open a free official account to reach its 
stakeholders more personally.  
Weibo, WeChat: A distance and remote education system;  
Douban: a-small-world hobbyist community of urban middle class youth who are 
interested in music, movies and books and not purely friends or business contacts. 
                   These features of social media platforms allow a communication system 
connected Chinese youth with local issues to international trends. They are both a 
business and social global communication medium, which is a multimedia and 
commercial delivery communication system for information dissemination, cause 
activism, and facilitation of promotion of NGOs 
.3.2 Networked pattern shifts from social connections (guanxi) to social capital  
In re-thinking the relationship between digital media, community, and trust, further 
ideas about how social capital pertains to social resources residing in social 
connections must be revisited. Digital media technologies have facilitated 
customised relationship and enabled communication possibilities. The understanding 
of community members of ‘guanxi’ and social capital is evident in the findings.  
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The first case study reflects how participants in the urban farmers 
communities desired better social connections, which refers to warm and trustworthy 
relationships among strangers and fair co-operation between competitors within the 
community. Their digital engagement allows the recall of trust in the buying and 
selling of food through the direct membership between the urban farmers and their 
customers in their community. As one of informants and leaders of CSA, Shi Yan 
stated in the first case study, ‘society in general is challenged by pollution and food 
safety, but is slowly being revitalised by the community. The community of CSA is 
about trustworthy relationships.’ I interpret her comments to mean a search for 
relationships and trust building. In the second case study, volunteer participants who 
share the same interest to be helper are connected in their small world facilitated by 
the digital media technology. 
Understanding these emergence youth social networks and communities 
requires an understanding of social capital, as this is not a native concept in China. In 
contrast, guanxi is enshrined in the Chinese tradition. The Chinese concept of guanxi 
is a traditional form of social network that defines an individual’s place in a social 
structure and provides security, trust and a prescribed role (Hammond et al., 2004). 
Traditional guanxi hierarchies generate order and corruption. Finally, guanxi favours 
certainty and order (Hammond, 2004).  
Social capital is defined as ‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources 
which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised 
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’ (Putman, 2000, p.51); as 
‘resources embedded in one's network or associations’ (Putman, 2000, p.56); as 
aspects of a social structure that facilitate ‘certain actions of individuals who are 
within the structure’ (Putman, 2000, p.302); and as ‘connections among individuals 
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and social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from 
them’ (Putman, 2000,  p. 19). Putnam (2000) in his famous book Bowling Alone 
provides an interpretation of community in the context of social relationships and 
benefits. He says that firstly social capital refers to networks of social connection 
such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitates coordination and cooperation 
for mutual benefit. The collective stock of social capital is defined as the meaningful 
human contacts of all kinds that characterise true communities (Putman, 2012).  
Fukuyama (1995, p. 10) defined social capital as ‘the ability of people to 
work together for common purposes in groups and organisations’. Secondly, 
Putnam’s definition of community and social capital emerged particularly in the 
context of dramatic social and technological changes in the United States (Putman, 
2012, p. 136). This theory of social capital provides that some major functions are 
‘norms of generalised reciprocity that encourage the emergence of social trust. Such 
networks facilitate coordination and communication, amplify reputations, and thus 
allow dilemmas of collective action to be resolved. Dense networks of interaction 
broaden the participants’ senses of self, developing the ‘me’ into ‘we’, enhancing the 
participants’ taste of collective benefits’. Putnam’s definition of social capital 
provides a framework to connect social connections to social engagement and social 
trust. To Putnam, a typical social engagement takes place in the form of participating 
in collective activities such as going to church and taking part in a local sport league. 
These activities help to reinforce and cultivate social norms, communities and other 
established elements. The qualities of education, health and happiness, altruism and 
volunteering are measures of social capital.  
Lin (2001) argued that social capital is equivalent to guanxi in Chinese 
context. She defines social capital as an individual perspective that individuals 
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engaged in interactions and networking in order to produce profits. Lin (2001) 
argued that guanxi and the recently popularised western Social Network Theory 
(SNT) of social capital overlap in three ways. First, both imply that information is 
essential to sustain a social system by prescribing set of behaviours that regulate the 
flow of information and that define insider and outsider relationships (guanxi), or 
strong ties and weak ties (SNT). Second, both offer a theory of change coupled with 
an ethic of sustainability where order is created by trust in the form of a local and 
related phenomena. Both guanxi and social capital are bankable resources, and both 
require reciprocity. Yan Yunxiang (2006) pointed that urban youth regard the 
development of guanxi as a most important social capital, and as pragmatists, 
Chinese youth pay a great deal of attention to demonstrate impressive skills in 
cultivating networks of social relations for instrumental purposes, known as guanxi. 
In a 2005 survey by the National Institute of Youth Studies, young participants listed 
interpersonal relations, career development, and income as their top three concerns, 
with 53 percent of them regarding interpersonal relations as the most important issue 
(Yan, 2006, p. 259). 
 The One Child Generation’s understanding of guanxi and social capital are  
in the findings of the case studies, and the implications of their comparison in this 
thesis underline the difference between social capital and guanxi. Social connections 
and relationships (guanxi) also refer to social exchange with economic gains. Hence, 
guanxi is an exchanging of favours, especially about obtaining ‘special treatment’ 
from those who are in power. In this way, it is associated with corruption as a 
medium of personal gain. The interview participants indicated that they were aware it 
is necessary to have guanxi to operate in China and traditional forms of guanxi could 
regard the negative aspect of social distrust and social inequity. When guanxi and 
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social capital are conducted properly, the cost of conducting socio-economic activity 
is reduced and the quality of life is enhanced. According to a majority of the 
interview participants, guanxi has both negative and positive impacts. Trust in guanxi 
is also different to social capital. For instance, this is also mentioned in the 
interviews in the first case study. The informants in the food community provided a 
negative example of the guanxi as the special supply (tegong), where Chinese 
government officials and large state-owned enterprises have an exclusive supply of 
organic products.  
According to Yan (2012), there is a widespread distrust of these institutions 
due to corruption of the power holders and individual manipulation of the law and 
regulations through guanxi practice. In this way, guanxi deepens distrust and 
unfairness in the society. Yan (2012) points out that the guanxi network indicates the 
unequal distribution of risk, which coincides with the unequal distribution of wealth 
and networks. Risk is certainly recognised and felt by ordinary people in the lower 
rungs of society. The rich and powerful with strong guanxi connections can find a 
variety of ways to avoid risks. When dealing with the food safety issue, however, the 
new model of social capital is introduced by the arrival of the digital communication. 
The urban farmers community and grassroots NGO’s break this unequal distribution 
with the support of the democratic functions of social media in order to reduce the 
risks posed by food-safety hazards and risks, as well as the gaps in social equality by 
providing more channels and choices. Before the CSA model, people who have 
power, money and guanxi, in terms of the relatives of the officials are more likely to 
gain access to better quality food that would otherwise be unavailable. In this sense, 
this new ethos lies in opposition to guanxi. In the food community case study, 
openness and transparency is supported by digital technology and sociality and 
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companionship is extended through offline community activities. In case of 
volunteerism, the young generation would rather trust their self-organising grassroots 
NGO’s and social capital rather than the state NGO’s because of public scandals.  
In both cases, digital media has facilitated the building of social capital. Key 
findings in both case study are illustrated the social capital is generated from the 
online and offline communities. In the first case, the urban farmers’ community 
activities and networks provide social capital for its members. In each case, the 
community members, the urban farmers and participants, volunteers, and small scale 
NGO’s are tied with the affordance of the technological platform to build 
relationships. In this way, social capital is seen as a way of achieving a shared norm, 
in the first case shared interests in food security and in the second case with 
grassroots volunteer activities. In opposition to guanxi, social capital has characters 
of openness, transparency, and accountability, which are characteristics supported by 
digital technological features. The One Child Generation’s community activities 
subsequently utilise a complex mixture of bonding, bridging and linking social 
capital.  For the digital generation, the digital communication is access to potential 
resources, which are linked to possession of a durable network of relationships of 
mutual acquaintance or recognition. Here, social capital is the exchange of valuable 
information in a more open and equal platform, while guanxi is defined as network 
of connections in the traditional ways. Unlike the hierarchies of guanxi, with their 
rules and procedures, a single central authority controls networks with various 
gatekeepers.  
Furthermore, China has a social capital deficit caused by measuring how 
people trust other people, and by joining organisations for safety. The One Child 
Generation is a unique example in China, indicating a social capital deficit within the 
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family unit. Associated with the ‘me generation’ in China, in part, this phenomenon 
arises from well-known causes. The One Child Policy exposed parents to great 
vulnerabilities for two major reasons. Fragile families mean a fragile society. Having 
one child represent a risk to the parents in traditional Chinese thought, as aging 
Chinese parents risk being left alone in their old age, (lao er fang lao). As discussed 
briefly in the second case study, the tragic deaths of thousands of single children in 
the earthquake of May 2008 in Sichuan province highlighted the potential for 
extreme misfortune. Many parents will also face a most unfortunate reality of 
outliving their children and therefore dying alone. Due to these traits, and the large 
number of Chinese parents who have only one child, the sheer number of elderly 
people living without any children is significant and growing. This creates grim 
prospects for many Chinese who hope in old age to rely on their children for 
emotional and physical if not financial support. Another cause is the decline of the 
traditional communities in the society. The traditional family-tie relationship is 
shrinking. Although the importance of family is still one of the fundamental cultural 
factors in Chinese society, changes in the family structure and size of households 
have resulted in a looser kinship network causing a shift of the intergenerational 
attitudes and relationships towards the once important concept of guanxi.  
The One Child Policy produces dual and extreme consequences of changing 
family tie of guanxi. As the One Child Generation lack siblings, some are more 
motivated to build social networks and they turn to non-family tie relations to expand 
second ties or even weak ties. Also, the One Child Generation is the most networked 
generation with high digital literacy. With technological transformation and high 
literacy ‘the communications landscape gets denser, more complex, participatory, the 
networked population is gaining greater access to information, more opportunities to 
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engage in public speech, and an enhanced ability to undertake collective action’ 
(Shirky, 2014). In the opposite direction on the spectrum, the single child might 
become more isolated and antisocial. This is evidenced in the parental concerns in 
the youth camp case. Parental motivation to send their child to the camp is a way to 
deal with the fear that their one-child staying at home all the time obsessed with the 
Internet. The One Child Generation lives their lives through screens at home, 
watching television, playing computer games and surfing online. There is a strong 
desire to ‘go home’ with many Chinese One Child Generation teenagers; to them 
home is a place that is safe from harm and the risks in society. In this instance, the 
mission of the Gehua youth camp is to facilitate housebound children (zainan zainu) 
to communicate effectively or to socialise with other. ‘Zai’ means home in Chinese, 
and is an extreme expression coined to characterise a single child who posesses less 
interpersonal skills due to their digital habits.  
However, one of the things that set the One Child Generation apart from their 
counterparts overseas is that China remains a guanxi-oriented and gift exchange 
culture by tradition. It has been this way for generations, useful for developing and 
energising networks and is sensitive to the exchange of mutual obligations that keeps 
a network alive. As a tradition, guanxi is culturally important and the Chinese place a 
strong focus on networking. Yet digital technology has had a positive impact on the 
way people network. Networking, previously started with extended family and 
friends, and classmates and shifted through to university alumni, business associates 
and people who share similar hobbies, interests and a social vision. Most contact was 
through face-to-face communication, but the One Child Generation has adopted 
digital communication rapidly. The negative impact is that they feel less comfortable 
with face-to-face contact and are likely to spend more time with online social 
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networking or staring into their mobile phones texting messages. When comparing 
the camp re-education case to the urban farmers’ community, the positive aspect of 
youth digital engagement as a means to facilitate online and offline communities is 
clearly reflected. The latter case deals with the negative aspects of youth digital 
communication through the re-education of face-to-face communication, however, 
the supporting and role of digital communication still appears in connectivity and 
trust building for the grassroots NGO’s for volunteering.  
The observation in this thesis stresses the similarities yet also the differences 
between social capital and guanxi. The new model of social capital (wangluo renmai) 
is facilitated by the rise of digital communication and has developed in line with 
traditional networks of guanxi among the One Child Generation. Open information 
sharing, networking and participation are core components of ‘social capital’. These 
forms of social capital in time will enhance the ability of the Chinese One Child 
Generation to search for the meaning for life and as well as robust alternative 
lifestyles, further facilitating connectivity, action and change. The links created in 
wider social networks, such as making friends, and arranging meetings and other 
actions with like-minded people further initiates social action, as well as generating 
community and networks of support both online and offline to counter social issues.  
Guanxi is primarily derived from traditional networks of family and kinship. 
In contrast, behaviour and values bear the imprint of social capital, In turn, social 
capital is more than just a personal interest in the guanxi connection as it embodies 
the social inclusiveness of fairness and altruism, which exposes the One Child 
Generation to a way of life and a vision of community that most of the interviewees 
found enormously appealing in the second case study. Social capital contributes to 
information openness, identity construction and value sharing. Social capital also 
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shares social norms and networks rather than physical bribery that is allied with 
corrupt practices for self-interest. , Social capital is not based on the first-tie 
relationships based on democracy and free choices. Decisions are made through 
consensus, and the ties that bind people to the group are loose. Here socially 
entrenched norms and practices are essential to glue people together. Thus, social 
engagement differs between guanxi and social capital. In short, social capital is more 
modern and democratic compared to guanxi.  
Digital technology renews the traditional social exchange of guanxi to social 
capital in restoring trust, sharing knowledge, interest and community values as 
reflected in these case studies. The notion of social capital captures something of the 
significance of these new forms of digital media that connect the young people to 
form communities, and is aligned with their emerging social identities and networks. 
Therefore, the networked generation is more likely to adopt social capital rather than 
guanxi. Thus communal ‘social capital’ serves an important range of needs for many 
people who might lack access to a guanxi connection to reduce risk. Small-scale 
communities, in terms of online and offline hobby clubs; organic food movements 
and new forms of volunteerism have the potential to develop civic associations, and 
this capacity reimagines China’s transition from a kinship-based society of 
acquaintances to one where the digital generation is building communities in which 
social engagement with strangers and the encouragement of increased citizen 
involvement is increasingly common. As well as the functions of knowledge sharing, 
networking, community building, technology has certain social functions. For the 
networked generation, social capital embodies a new ethos and a new sense of trust is 
renewing the traditional social networks of guanxi. 
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4. Sharism has prepared the One Child Generation for the future  
In the first section of this chapter the uncertainty of the future is identified, which is 
the reasoning behind the community activities previously discussed. This section 
considers how youth activities and community are concerned with the future 
development of the urban youth. In this way, this research contends that the notion of 
sharism which is the change, shifting interest and social sharing among young 
netizens might be leveraged in the future. Although the beginning of this social 
engagement is late and of relatively small scale in China both case studies, indicate 
this shift has already begun. 
As new modes of self-interested social enterprises and individual focused 
volunteerism have emerged, it has been found that sharism empowers future-oriented 
social and cultural initiatives in suggesting alternatives. In addition, new modes of 
social enterprises and volunteerism embedded in educational programs reflect the 
new life aspirations among the One Child Generation. Mao (1998) states how 
Chinese Internet users initiated sharing through the construction of new social 
relationships. Social sharing is used in a digital context to refer to sociability, which 
is a social activity of togetherness. As the volume of users increase, this will subvert 
Chinese society, helping increase personal independence and interpersonal respect 
and form a new network of social relationships. Additionally, this idea frames 
sharing as a psychological effect encouraging freethinking in the Chinese context. 
Therefore, the digital context for sharing has social and moral implications, which 
could help the One Child Generation to reconsider the value of individual diversity 
and to learn to care for others.  
Sharism in China is consistent with the cosmopolitan world described in 
Beck’s (1992) theory of the risk society. Urich Beck (1992) has used globalisation as 
  262 
one of the principal determinants of risk. Beck argues the world is not a ‘world 
village’, but is in many ways socially, politically, economically and culturally 
divided. However, the anticipation of global risk has a reflexive possibility for 
uniting and fostering a cosmopolitan vision. Cosmopolitan moments tear down 
national boundaries. ‘The global others’ cannot be excluded anymore. Forced 
cosmopolitanism means one must cooperate with global others or fail. The role of 
digital media extends into creating a cosmopolitan everyday life. While 
internationalisation gives rise to individual to act and assemble a plan of action, 
cosmopolitisation relates to the individual in the network base. According to Beck 
(1992), risk, which is inherent in modern society will contribute towards the 
formation of a global risk society. Only the anticipation of global risks has a 
reflexive capacity to foster the cosmopolitan vision.  
This thesis also addresses how sharism compares to theories of digital 
connection. Sharism is in some respects similar to Wellman’s (2002) concept of 
‘networked individualism’. Wellman (2002) defines social networks as communities 
that provide companionship, social support, information and a sense of belonging. 
The Internet has continued the trend of technology fostering specialised 
relationships. The sharism of contemporary urban youth in China has developed 
towards to the ‘connected-self’ in the form of self-organising community. However, 
Wellman’s (2002) argument that technology users are less tied to local groups, 
household or work units and they are increasingly part of more geographically 
scattered networks is not applicable in the Chinese context. Quite the opposite, 
sharism is a space to rebind the fragmented characteristics of the One Child 
Generation in the digital and individualised society. Sharism encourages increased 
citizen involvement. As I have shown it has emerged primarily through digital 
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platforms. These have extended urban sociality by enabling small, dispersed groups 
to collaborate by promoting equality, speech and community. Unlike either socialism 
or state-sponsored individualism, sharism is an individual idea of self-participation 
and self-realisation channelled by the digital revolution and new media. More than 
the sharing capacity of information, innovation, value and social capitals in business 
return, it extends to social sharing combining egotism and altruism in cyber culture. 
My thesis has explored how the China’s One Child Generation has developed a 
unique model showing how sharism has evolved with socialisation, new 
collaborations, greater social awareness and market power. Therefore, sharism might 
be regarded as a reinvention of urbanism in the digital age. Borrowing from the 
social activism aspect of the concept of urbanism as discussed in the Chapter 2, 
urbanism in the Chinese context has a global influence yet possesses local 
characteristics. Urbanism is a global social phenomenon. Through sharing, 
information flows toward a broader audience. Instantaneous sharing online has 
already begun to influence the composition of the global media space and to increase 
the pace of social progress.  
 
Sharism is the local form of urbanism with digital networking acting in a supporting 
role. This relates to how young urban dwellers are connected to one another through 
the collective actions of extending community giving, social activities, social 
entrepreneurship and volunteering. It is beyond the ‘imaginary’ community (Liu, 
2010) where the Chinese One Child Generation adopts new lifestyles, use digital 
media communication, and finally create actions of civic engagement. Social risks 
and insecurity have driven the Chinese young generation to renew their identity, new 
practices and re-education for the future generation. 
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I argue sharism has three characteristics. First, as discussed sharism is 
associated with the global trend of digital counterculture. Second, most accounts of 
the growth of sharism make a link between altruism and individualism. Based on the 
two case studies, consumerism and individualism has enable youth to break out of 
the rigid political identities assigned by party-state, with aid of social media. 
However, the findings also suggest that the rhetoric of individual freedom makes it 
difficult to imagine a collective identity and to form a common social imaginary. 
Given that data has shown the critical layers of volunteerism and urban farmers’ 
community, in which young people’s volunteerism can still be a ‘consumer’ 
experience for those who need to feel good about themselves of even just for 
advancing their own individual agenda. Volunteerism and community participation is 
seen as a way to form a new kind of sharism. According to Mark Blacklock (2008), 
altruism is a term coined in social theory in the nineteenth century by Auguste 
Comte, and subsequently adopted in Britain by Herbert Spencer. It means ‘the 
discipline and eradication of self-centred desire, and a life devoted to the good of 
others; more particularly, selfless love and devotion to Society’ (Blacklock, 2008, 
p.3). In other words, there is an emerging independent ethos related to a social 
awareness, which is expressed in altruism and welfare for others. This research 
identifies a trend towards a new mode of urbanism, rather than just Western style 
individualism. With the facilitation of social networks, the thesis shows how a 
combination of urbanism and individual choice in the case studies has produced new 
social movements in the landscape of urban culture. The new generation of Chinese 
youth attempts to seek an appropriate balance between individual freedom and 
collective responsibility balanced between egotism and altruism. 
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Third, sharism allows for hybridised East and West values. The One Child 
Generation absorbs both Eastern and Western influences. Global and East Asian 
connections in the urban farmers’ community have driven the rediscovery of Chinese 
traditional roots. The case studies in China are part of the global phenomena but have 
their own uniqueness. They are anchored in the domestic context where the youth 
community draws their resources from traditional culture but they are also integrated 
with the global trend. The traditional values of living in harmony with nature have 
been rediscovered in the urban farmers’ community while an education aspect of 
traditional philosophical education is employed in the youth camp. For instance, 
traditional values are rediscovered to deal with local issues of distrust and the One 
Child Generation symptoms. The case studies illustrate an emerging trend showing 
that middle class Chinese youth are discovering their new self lies at the nexus of 
collaboration in the global sense and traditional values. The One Child Generation 
has associated the global trend of sustainability in relation to an inherent and intrinsic 
aspect of Chinese philosophy. The hybridised East and West values are incorporated 
into youth camp education in the second case. The interconnected function of 
sharism has prepared the Chinese One Child Generation for global citizenship. 
Sharism is a combination of Asian philosophy and individual choice (ziyou) that 
produces new forms of activism and volunteerism. As Kleinman et al. (2011) 
describe this phenomenon:  
a new globalized generation who had experiences with civic society and self-
development that were unknown in socialist China…is enriching and remaking 
civic life’ (Kleinman et al.,  2011, p.18). 
 
A connection with the global communities influences the development the regional 
communities. The argument in this thesis is that the various networked generations in 
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China are now global citizens because digital communication technology allows an 
exchange of information and communication with local friends and strangers who 
share similar interests in the context of a global village. Local culture runs parallel 
with universal values to meet a fundamental desire of the quality of life. Alternative 
youth culture, sustainable food culture and voluntary life have become popular at a 
particular historical moment in China, now captured in the golden age of the digital 
communication, and consequently these movements have moved closer to integration 
with the global community.  
With an increasing exposure to a global flow of moral values about ethical 
consumption and the ideas of sustainable lifestyle as well as greater possibilities for 
cross-border traveling and sharing on line and off line, individuals are more 
connected and particularly characterised by their ability to mobilise socially where 
they incorporate and repackage traditional cultural values with global universal 
norms. These activities allow many young people to rationalise their individual 
behavior and become independent thinkers.  
 
5. Summary  
In this chapter the research question has been considered in the light of interviews 
with the One Child Generation who are participants in the individual focused 
communities. Motivations for the urban youth to build communities have come from 
insecurity generated by the rapid changes in Chinese modern society. The Chinese 
risk society is considered by assessing some of the challenges that young people face 
during a period of rapid economic development. Over the last few decades this has 
resulted in dwindling individual interest and increased distrust, as well as pollution 
and materialism. In this uncertainty, a more flexible way of thinking about social 
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distrust and issues is called for. With insufficient support from the political system, 
the urban youth have formed individual focused communities in response to these 
problems with the help of the digital communication. The One Child Generation is 
more likely to engage in communities online and offline, in which they undertake 
various activities for diverse purposes including reducing the risk of food safety and 
for alternative ways of education.  
The first case study of the urban farmers’ community shows the One Child 
Generation is willing to work to create social entrepreneurship to combat food safety 
issues. The second case study looked at how the young digital generation has re-
engaged with face-to-face communication in alternative education, in conjunction 
with the emergence of the volunteerism. As evidenced by both case studies, the fast 
pace of the new digital communication landscape has fuelled the One Child 
Generation in China who attempt to form a citizen-led, environmentally-friendly and 
community-oriented engagement in order to rebuild communal trust. The rise of 
digital communication in China allows urban youth to be more culturally 
heterogeneous and more aligned with others peers according to their shared activities 
and interests. As ‘global’ and ‘digital’ converge with traditions about the correct 
ways to behave such as the notion of ‘guanxi’ are challenged by changes to social 
capital. The One Child Generation’s networking pattern is shifted from social 
connections (guanxi) to social capital. I refer to this newly emerging community and 
their digital interactions as sharism, which prepares the One Child Generation for the 
future. Both traditional culture and individual choices are valued. With communities 
and trust building, the One Child Generation has transformed with new ideas and 
values. The next chapter moves on their future social developments.  
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Conclusion 
Previous chapters have revealed how young Chinese people are responding to risk 
through two case studies, of urban farmers’ communities and the youth camp. In this 
concluding chapter, I will evaluate the findings from previous chapters in order to 
answer the research question of this thesis. This thesis has pursued its purpose over 
eight chapters, and so in this final section the course of examination of the urban 
youth’s motivations to form communities, their new forms of community activities, 
their associated digital communication and the future trend of the One Child 
Generation is revisited.  
This thesis looked at urban youth individual focused communities and 
queried their future social practices. The activities of these communities were 
investigated by common themes emanating from the research question. These 
community activities provides evidence of the positive side of the concept of a risk 
society, which is that active risk-taking is a core element of a dynamic economy and 
an innovative society where alternative interest, values and social entrepreneurial 
visions take place. It is central to this thesis that the One Child Generation’s ideas of 
community building and their social awareness are closely embedded in the 
macroscopic context of today’s Chinese risk society, which is undergoing rapid 
change due to a host of local, regional and global forces.  
The thesis develops the notion of ‘sharism’ and hence, extends the term of 
‘sharism’ at the centre of the analysis. As mentioned in Chapter one, the term 
‘sharism’ not only captures the One Child Generation’s experience under profound 
social and economic change, it also draws attention to the One Child Generation’s 
community relationships and trust building in conjunction with the role of digital 
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engagement. This thesis has addressed how fast-paced social awareness has fuelled 
the urban youth in China with citizen-led, environmentally sustainable and 
community-oriented social engagement in the future, which will rebuild trust. It has 
shown how the conceptualisation of a risk society has driven the One Child 
Generation to think and then take action to negate risk. The risk society has driven 
youth aspirations and the evolution of their dreams from entrepreneur-to-be to social 
entrepreneur-to-be.  
I have found that rather than the ‘imaginary’ lifestyle and communities (Liu, 
2010), the One Child Generation has built grassroots communities online and offline. 
Their community participation enacts civic participation and social capital as an 
important new requirement for Chinese citizenship. Shaped by global, regional, 
particularly East Asian, and distinct local influences, both the rise of Western 
individualism and the deep roots of Asian philosophy on collectivism have been 
identified to set a foundation for new models of lifestyle and selfhood showing the 
urban youth particular ways of living and being.  
By drawing on in-depth interviews with total fifty-two active young 
community members in 2013, the case studies have illustrated the progression and 
mindset of the One Child Generation and their formation of individual focused 
community. The two case studies commonly point to the centrality of youth 
communities facilitated by digital platforms in articulating social risks and enacting 
social awareness. More importantly, digital communication and community building 
reconfigures the One Child Generation sense of trust and social capital as well as the 
power relationship between the nation state and individual focused urban youth 
community in China.  
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The cases studies together confirm four major premises of the notion of 
sharism: first, sites of sharism remain a vibrant place for urban youth’s social 
awareness in an authoritarian state during a digital era. Second, sharism creates and 
reinforces a sense of trust in the community. Third, sharism in both cases is an 
individual focused and collective community. Fourth, sharism is both locally and 
globally connected with alternative consumption trends; Individually, each case 
study has highlighted different forms of a community’s activities to address social 
concerns: in the forms of social distrust, environmental and food safety issues, the 
One Child Generation’s symptoms, and social controversies on youth overreliance on 
digital communication.  
Overall, this thesis contributes to the understanding of the One Child 
Generation’s emergence individual focused communities and their involving use of 
digital communication. In the first chapter the research questions have been proposed 
and the case studies and discussion have addressed how China’s One Child 
Generation relies on individual focused communities to cope with and negotiate their 
sense of insecurity during the time of social and economic changes. In order to 
address the primary research question, four themes have been discussed in chapter 
five, six, and seven. The motivations of the One Child Generation to build individual 
focused communities are embedded in the risk society in China mainly for self-help 
and to build trust; the current activities of youth communities are exemplified in two 
case studies: urban farmers’ community and the youth camp. The use of digital 
media and other platforms are critical tools for community building. The future trend 
of youth social engagement is reflected in the new forms of sharism, which is the 
interaction and community building of the One Child Generation with social 
concerns. In particular, the findings and discussion here add to the scholarly 
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conversation about the One Child Generation’s emerging characteristics, their 
renewal of understanding social relationships, resources of guanxi and social capital, 
the trend and desire of being a global citizen and their connections with East Asia.  
The following four areas have addressed the influences and future 
engagement of the middle class urban youth communities. The One Child Generation 
has grown up in the rising individualisation process in Chinese society. In this 
regard, they are labeled as ‘Generation Me’ since they are not only self-centred, but 
also self-expressed and embrace value on personal desire. However, with the role of 
digital media, they have formed new patterns of collective networking and collective 
social actions, which are unknown in the previous generation.  
 
1. ‘Generation Me’ to ‘Generation We’ 
The major findings in this thesis support the argument that flourishing online 
communities in China show how a process of ‘re-collectivisation’ has been important 
to the process of individualisation (Liu, 2011). Chinese people are largely left to 
themselves to find the means of achieving their ideal lifestyle consisting of material 
security and welfare. Precisely because of the smaller size of the family, the One 
Child Generation may feel a greater need for a sense of community and collectivism. 
These factors trigger a new trend of ‘re-collectivisation facilitated by technologically 
in the virtual space, which fits well with social demand and collective social patterns 
in China. Liu (2011) has noted bottom–up attempts at ‘re-collectivisation’ by 
Chinese individuals where online communities involve the collective and the 
individual. Yan (2012) argues the process of individualisation has given relevance to 
new kinds of collectives. Individuals belong to multiple social groups; they are 
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family members and employees, and they may identify with a certain values or 
cultural communities.  
Building on the argument of Liu and Yan’s, this thesis has continued the 
theme with a discussion of how younger people account for their own roles as 
individuals who relate to individual focused communities online and offline as a 
collective, their concepts of risk and individual self-cultivation and their views of 
themselves as individuals and community members in relation to the state and the 
individual focused communities and organisations they participate in.  
 
2. Individual focused communities (geren shequn) 
Relationships between the individual and the collective are constantly changing as 
discussed by China scholars. Ci (1994) and Wang (2002) indicate that China society 
has undergone an ethical shift from collective-oriented values to individual-oriented 
values (Ci, 1994; Wang, 2002) in the last century. Individualisation drives change as 
new social groups form, bringing more diverse young people together. Here the 
youth community and associations considered in this thesis are mainly constituted by 
their common purposes, identities or interests. They have interactions between 
economy and state but their operation is independent. These communities have 
reproduced their independent actions and conscious forms of communication. This 
independence echoes departures from the state-orientated social associations, for 
example, the Youth Union League as the example of socialist community in Chinese 
history. Therefore, I regard these new types of associations as individual focused 
communities (geren shequn). Online and offline communities are called shequn in 
Chinese, literately meaning social groups. The youth individual and collective 
interests are not contradicted in these communities. The common purpose is 
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individually forced, as the young people have organised the urban farmers’ 
community and the processes of volunteerism in order to seek an alternative lifestyle 
in response to food safety issues and social distrust. Hence, the objective of the 
community is not nation-state driven but individually focused. Rather than the 
socialist collective, collectively, the individual focused communities are forms of 
connected intelligence and peer-to-peer productions, collective memberships, and 
collaborations. This reveals the recent quest of the One Child Generation to form 
collective bonds in the community. I argue that the emerging individually focused 
communities’ actions are to protect the self-interests of the participants against the 
encroachment of individualistic and selfish tendencies embodied in capitalism 
without government sponsorship.  
Importantly, the digital communication has transcended the changes in the 
nature of social relations by renewing guanxi to social capital. The youth individual 
focused communities have benefited the most from the tools of social media, 
especially in the case of the urban farmers market and CSA communities. Here, 
young urban farmers have adopted digital social networking and gained social capital 
among strangers to build trust. Digital communication technology also has an impact 
on the way digital generation networks and building individual focused communities. 
Traditional Chinese networking started with an extended clan structure and an 
associated material and gift exchange. A characteristic that sets the One Child 
Generation apart from their foreign counterparts is that the Chinese by nature 
‘network to survive’ emphasised as strong guanxi versus weak legislation. In this 
manner, China remains a guanxi-oriented culture by tradition.  It has been this way 
for generations in developing and energising their networks and is sensitive to the 
exchange of mutual obligations that keeps a network alive. As a tradition, guanxi 
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represents the cultural importance that the Chinese place on networking, which has 
remained strong. Meanwhile, the One Child Generation has seemed to adapt to peer-
to-peer production, openness and transparency of the social capital generated from 
the communities and new networking patterns through digital communication. 
The positive role of digital communication has increased the salience of 
group boundaries and their identity, leading individuals within these groups to form 
new social ties and action-sets which increase the likelihood of entrepreneurial 
attempts by persons within those groups, raising the probability of success. This 
increases connectedness between individuals through information brokers and 
facilitates the spread of information and resources within social networks, which by 
increasing an individual’s social network diversity, broadens the scope of 
opportunities. As coordinating tools, alternative values, environmental sustainability, 
ethical consumption, food activism and volunteerism are promoted. The One Child 
Generation relies on digital communication for self-exploration and community 
building. Its members have also developed their own individual identity as separated 
from the group, thus beyond guanxi and traditional social connections, new forms of 
networks and social capital are revived. 
However, the new tools of technology are not equivalent to communication. 
Some scholars have expressed their concern about the digital generation because 
today’s generation of young people have been immersed in a world infused with 
networked and digital technologies and they behave differently to previous 
generations. The younger generation is likely to substitute digital communication and 
devices for intimate human relationships. The younger cohort of the One Child 
Generation, particularly post-2000 feel less comfortable with face-to-face contact 
and is likely to spend more time with online social networking or staring into their 
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mobile phones texting. According to Turkle (2010, p. 282), ‘Real life 
disconnectedness and virtual over-connectedness can lead to a loss of trust in human 
beings’. This result is by no means exceptional for the One Child Generation. The 
One Child Generation’s deep involvement with digital media contains risks. The 
condition of the single child who lacks sibling relationships and is spoiled by their 
parents provides the incentive to find digital replacements they can rely upon.  They 
need to be re-educated so-as-to learn how to forge close relationships and trust 
others, a characteristic examined in the case study of offline community of the youth 
camp in chapter six.  
 
3. Global citizen 
With the increasing sharing that comes with the rise of digital communication, the 
urban One Child Generation is approaching a new status as a ‘world citizen’ as their 
thoughts and views in life rapidly aligns with international norms. This generation 
has advanced technological skills and an urge to be connected globally. Even as 
teens, they confidently communicate directly with outside world leadership and 
influence the future of their country. The One Child Generation is the first of a global 
generation in China, sharing a new sense of immediacy, coupled with the excitement 
of being involved in the country’s first wave of broad economic opportunity. 
For this generation, the flood of new information, academic opportunities, 
and world knowledge is highly appealing and shapes a life-long inclination toward 
learning from multiple sources. Youth culture has grown as the result of advances in 
digital communication, to which increasing numbers of the urban One Child 
Generation aspire to a Western lifestyle. Globalisation introduces the possibility of 
imagining new forms of lifestyle and youth culture in China, rather than falling into 
pre-existing conventions. World citizens allow their members to ‘make comparisons’ 
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rather than simply accepting the sovereignty of their own nation state. Cultural 
references are new options, rather than simply accepted from the economy of the 
monoculture single nation, which in the process of economic and social 
development, have been supplanted by families who are instead coupled to the global 
economy. In chapter six, the environmental repair and the CSA community is a 
global trend of counter-consumption. In chapter six, volunteer participation is a 
characteristic of middle-class tastes and values in terms of Western lifestyle and 
individual choices. Rolandsen (2010) argues that Chinese volunteers are closely 
linked to the narratives of a Western way of life, and of similar associations in Hong 
Kong and the United States in particular. With the penetration of globalisation, 
traditional values and universal norms are hybridised. The desire for a higher the 
quality of life not only comes from a Western lifestyle, while authentic traditional 
values are being re-discovered.  
The identity of this new global citizen is not only rooted in the Chinese urban 
youth’s attempts to catch up with global patterns of consumption and consumerism 
and the cultivation of cosmopolitan life-styles, but also with the global connection 
with digital communication that has reinforced their values of diversity and 
alternative consumption. In Dr. Ashfaq Ishaq’s (2013) book, The Creativity 
Revolution, creativity is described as made of five types, each with their own 
characteristic purposes, worldview, and system of knowledge. A new paradigm for 
creative development is based on the interconnectedness of these domains that 
distinguishes individuals as native, nomad, savant, empathic, or spiritual creators. I 
argue that these five characteristics are found in the outlook of Chinese youth, which 
are evident in their engagement in Chinese cyber culture. Liu (2010) provides a case 
study of online vehement nationalism (aiguo zhuyi), which reflects how young 
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people’s nationalism constitutes an important extension to the political self of the 
Chinese youth. For instance, during the 2008 Tibetan unrest which marked the 49th 
anniversary of the failed 1959 Tibetan uprising against Beijing’s rule, young patriotic 
Chinese waged Internet campaigns, for example MSN messages of ‘I love China’ to 
battle Western media coverage of the protests. Like the young nationalists, both of 
my case studies illustrate additional categories: the helpers, the nomad and the 
spiritual creators in the second case study of volunteers, and urban farmers in the first 
case study. More than just a ‘dualism’ (Liu, 2012) that has been observed among 
Chinese youth, the One Child Generation has many faces.  
Young people’s opportunities for quality lives and their self-cultivation is 
shaped by their educational opportunities. Digital communication has also facilitated 
communities to consider an alternative route of following the urban youth’s own 
intrinsic interest, and potential for self-reflection. However, an excessive reliance on 
digital communication is harmful for Chinese digital natives because it makes the 
lonely One Child Generation more isolated, highlighting how the important of face-
to-face communication and collaboration in the communities reinforces trust 
building. Digital communication platforms have flourished in the revitalised urban 
landscape of China. New urbanism is an individualistic idea of self-participation and 
self-realisation channelled by the digital revolution and the rise of new media. More 
than the sharing capacity of information, innovation, value and social capitals in 
business return, this extends to social sharing combining egotism and altruism in 
cyber culture. An identity as a ‘global citizen’ in terms of civic responsibility and 
communal giving has become increasing smart for the One Child Generation. Urban 
youths share a more open youth culture, and participate in social movements and 
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civic activities enabled by the freedom and flexibility of the digital communication 
technology. 
 
4. Re-connecting with East Asia  
East Asian regions have adopted this global trend and some regions have become 
global leaders. The youth in many East Asian regions have previously explored the 
similar social movement, community building and lifestyle. Here this thesis has also 
alluded to wider resonances of the urban farming movement in North-East Asia 
including Taiwan, Korea, Japan and Hong Kong. Indeed, these regional Asian 
neighbours exert a great deal of influence on Chinese youth and the importance of 
their influences has found a place in this thesis. Many young community participants 
and leaders interviewed in this research have explored the experience of CSA, the 
urban farmers’ community, volunteering and NGO’s in East Asian regions like 
Japan, Hong Kong and Taiwan. For example, the urban farmers community in East 
Asia regions is rooted in similar philosophy and cultural proximity but display 
diversity of form, approach, motivation, and practice. In the food community, people 
of China, South Korea, Japan and Taiwan whose traditional agriculture of a century 
ago have almost forgotten that their traditions inspired organic farming in the West 
as F. H. King described so in ‘Farmers of Forty Centuries’ (1911). Young people are 
actually rediscovering their ancient roots when they learn new models of CSA from 
outside China. CSA is derived from Japan where it is known as Teikei. CSA in Japan 
and Korean are related to gender. In Hong Kong and Taiwan, social movement and 
activism is very visible. Government policy provides support for the South Korean 
food movement. Digital communication has supported the growing contact, 
cooperation and mutual support across the globe. When compared to Hong Kong and 
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Taiwan, Chinese food activism and the social movements are less confrontational 
and less politically orientated but pose a focus on the capacity of social enterprises to 
solve local social issues. This capacity has uniquely developed at the same time as 
the rise of the digital communication; consequently digital communication plays a 
significant role.  
In the case of volunteerism, links with Hong Kong volunteering and NGO 
organisations have favoured the volunteer activities of individuals in China. Hong 
Kong has a long tradition of social work and an abundance of NGO’s, and Hong 
Kong NGO organisations have been rapidly expanding their ties with China, which 
will bring in resources, inspiration and enable local NGO’s to share some of its 
functions and visions. Taiwan’s injection of the practical coursework of Confucian 
traditions into the educational camp fits the gap of where there is a lack of a 
combination of authentic and innovative traditional education in China. As well as 
the institutional impact, new social values have reached to individuals as a kind of 
human capital that can be invested for the future to make a deep and long term social 
impact. The four areas have been contributed and taking forwards to the future 
research.  
 
 5. Limitations of this study 
The sample of participants in this pool is relatively small due to financial and time 
constraints. With the limited number of cases analysed and the purposive sampling, 
this thesis does not claim to be a definitive record of Chinese urban youth’s 
experience as related to the One Child Generation and the One Child Generation’s 
digital communication. Both areas are complex, fluid and constantly changing and it 
is difficult to define precisely the trajectory of mainstream culture or subcultures, and 
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social movements in China. Accordingly, observations of digital communication 
have been counterbalanced with interviews with the members of the One Child 
Generation because the value of information gathered by qualitative means is 
intrinsically limited by the quality of information one receives. 
The interview sample might be relatively small when considers as 
representative of the entire One Child Generation in China. However, the selection of 
the sample is representative. For example, I interviewed the key stakeholders and 
founders of the CSA communities and director and founders of the NGO’s division 
of Gehua Program. In this way, the interviews in this thesis attained the deeper and 
rich insight of this cohort of the One Child Generation. In this regard, this limitation 
does not undermine the value of the data.  
This thesis also addresses an emerging social awareness among the middle 
class One Child Generation in the areas of social inequality, environmental issues, 
distrust in relationships and the problems of lacking face-to-face communication. 
However, many other characteristics of youth social consciousness have not been 
included and these limitations will inform the future studies. Nevertheless, in many 
ways this study is a snapshot in time. The pace of change in China is rapid. Both the 
urban youth culture and activities and digital technologies in general are extremely 
mobile and transforming. However, the two case studies are original and the new 
emergences that capture the latest activities of the One Child Generation. I can verify 
the most representative media platforms and youth communities, for example the 
first Community Supported Agriculture community, urban farmers market in China, 
and youth camp experience education are related to the global trend of youth 
activities.  
  281 
There are other possible prerequisites that incubate sharism and social 
awareness, namely there are city support, the development of transnational NGOs, 
the flourish of local NGOs and global trends on environmental advocates and 
education. Considering other factors, the cases in this thesis might not provide 
comprehensive data. For example, besides socioeconomic factors, there are 
educational factors enable more people practicing and adopting organic lives and 
volunteerism. It is necessary to note that there are many alternative routes of 
development, and the current case study does not claim a wide generalizability of the 
phenomenon. The current finding described is one of those routes.  
 
6. Applications for further research 
Future research on a similar topic might consider the perspective of an Internet data 
analysis dimension, inter-regional comparative studies and further investigation of 
the civic engagement, gender and urban-rural divides of the One Child Generation 
communities and their relationship with digital media. Bedsides extending towards 
the concept of risk society in China, this thesis can be further enhanced on three 
different aspects as follows.  
The central theme of this thesis rests on the middle class One Child 
Generation and their use of digital platforms; I did not conduct any online data 
analysis and have used the methods of quantitative data to examine the online and 
offline communities. Future research might examine the question of social media use 
and the formation of individual focused communities. It will be interesting to 
compare findings collected from the ethnographic field by this thesis to quantitative 
online data about the online/offline interactions. The potential advantage of having a 
quantitative dimension is to evaluate the question of sharism within the physical site 
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of study. The matter of online/offline remains important to the understanding of the 
new media technologies, especially for a thesis that focuses so much on the social 
and cultural function and is inherently an investigation about the online/offline 
interactions. 
The two cases in the thesis are simply those that do not contradict the 
interests of the authorities, therefore, they are granted a greater degree of autonomy. 
The current finding is one of those routes of digital activism among the One Child 
Generation. There are individuals and communities are more confrontational 
responding to the environmental issues. For example, former CCTV journalist Cai 
Jin has produced the documentary and promoted through the social media platforms 
in China and globally about worsening environment in China and it was banned in 
China. The further research could look at the youth digital environmental activism.  
‘World citizens’ are a related concept that might be used to develop inter-
regional comparison studies. Future researchers should also consider doing 
comparative studies of youth in other regions of China and other regions in the 
world. Most of this study’s focus was an exploration of cities in Mainland China, 
although some regional relations with East Asia were briefly discussed. Therefore it 
is recommended that a comparative study be conducted in Seoul and Taipei. In the 
broader global scope, a comparative study between Chinese case of CSA and 
European case might compare East and West similarities and differences in the youth 
communities and digital tools uses regarding to the food safety issues.  
Given the scope is narrowed to the urban space in this thesis, there is still 
great disparity between rural areas and urban centres in Mainland China so it is 
recommended that future studies be conducted to explore the differences between 
urban One Child Generation and rural One Child Generation regarding their 
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communities and digital engagement. Here the gender difference among the One 
Child Generation communities can be explored. Social movement and civic 
engagement has been mentioned in both case studies, yet only superficially. Further 
research might address broader questions about the relationships between the civil 
society and the One Child Generation’s emerging grassroots communities, the nature 
of new forms of participation. Although social movement as explored in this thesis is 
less confrontational, this ‘quiet revolution’ among the young generation in China, 
allows a sense of equality and democratic participation among members of the 
individual focused communities. Digital communication technology is a means of re-
engaging young people and thereby revitalising their civil engagement. Another 
aspect of the growth of the grassroots NGO’s and the youth communities emerged 
from the second case. In chapter six the findings about the emergence of new forms 
of volunteerism potentially lead to a discussion of how digital platforms have 
influenced new forms of NGO’s. It is clear that China’s One Child Generation will 
face more social risks towards an aging society in the future.  
 
7. Closing Remarks 
Over the past five years, concern about an apparent decline in social trust has been 
associated closely with industrialisation, individualism and urbanisation in China. 
Some comments point to food safety issues, pollution, and hedonism and distrust 
along with a waning interest in environmental repair, and these phenomena are 
frequently seen as evidence of a broader crisis (Beck, 1992; Yan, 2010). These 
characteristics are generally seen to be most visible among the young. During the last 
few decades of rapid change, Chinese urban youth have faced much danger and 
social insecurity. There are many national studies in China that examine the one 
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child policy and its implications, yet there is inadequate academic research relating 
the One Child Generation’s networks building is a reaction to the growing risks in 
China, including food and environment. Second, the sharism and the guanxi or 
community is made possible by means of digital technology. By focusing on their 
self-organised communities, these are findings that tell of how China’s One Child 
Generation’s has evolved.  
Importantly, the thesis reveals how value consciousness has shifted from 
economic security in terms of the rapid pursuit of GDP to social security and the 
redemption of trust. The notion of ‘risk society’ offers new dimensions to think about 
the integration between the youth communities and digital communication, and this 
thesis has revealed how youth values have been transformed from a consumption-
oriented focus to a rising awareness of the importance of trust and concern for others. 
The most important observation is of the emergence of the sharism as an 
active way to deal with the risk society in China. Moreover, sharism provides 
ongoing networks and affiliations through social media. Youth communities and 
digital communication have formed a ‘new urbanism and sharism’ in China, typified 
by a middle class urban youth who share and participate online and offline 
proactively in pursuit of civic engagement enabled by the freedom and flexibility of 
digital media. More importantly, digital communication technology is twofold, both 
empowering and critical. One hand, it empowers the One Child Generation to 
advocate for positive social changes, however, there is a danger in assuming that 
digital communication is always a good thing in itself. In addition to generating 
considerable enthusiasm, a dependency on digital tools has a reductive effect on 
young people. Beyond digital technology, the reinstatement of face-to-face 
communication and trust building are critical for the future generation’s altruistic 
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behaviour. Rather than the tools of connection, the tools of communication are the 
solutions for China’s risk society.  
The themes of digital media and social risk of urban youth are linked by the 
notion of sharism. The notion of ‘sharism’ offers a discursive and pervasive 
dimension to think about the integration between communication technologies and 
the One Child Generation in Chinese society. Sharism is a critical site to study the 
social functioning of new media because of the very idea of connection and 
communication. Quite the opposite, sharism increases group sense of social capital 
and trust and draws on urban youth’s attention to consider their practices such as 
community building and technique features of social media use. But there is new 
about the importance of sharism because the One Child Generation needs to learn 
how to share as they lack the capacity of communication normally experienced 
through sharing with siblings and others. Growing up during the rise of individualism 
and consumerism, the One Child Generation has departed from the previous 
generation’s historical experiences of communalism and sharing. The role of digital 
communication is linked with the creation and expansion of the Chinese One Child 
Generation’s networks and emerging individual focused communities. Many 
interactions and community activities sponsored and organised by the digital 
platforms are enacted, so the One Child Generation is best understood as a 
networked generation that is evolving with individual and collective interests to 
ensure their own security, quality of life and self-cultivation. Therefore, the One 
Child Generation particularly in urban areas continues to innovate and move forward 
in a transitional social landscape to a consumer driven market economy, away from 
social welfare to individual social responsibility and from a local to a global context. 
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